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ABSTRACT 

King, Roshundria., A Phenomenological narrative study of successful African American 

males who were identified as special education students in the K-12 Setting.  Doctor of 

Education (Executive Educational Leadership), May 2018, Houston Baptist University, 

Houston, Texas. 

 

The purpose of this phenomenological narrative was to understand the experiences of 

successful African American males who were identified as special education students 

while in the K-12 setting.  For this study, successful African American males are defined 

as those who completed and graduated from a post-secondary institution. All six 

individuals who participated in the research study were former special education students 

who received a post-secondary degree.  The participants self-identified their own 

experiences as a special education student.  The research questions allowed for further 

investigation into how special education disabilities’ stereotypes were overcome.  

Findings indicated that self-motivation is the most dominant components of participants 

who received a post-secondary degree.  Findings also emphasized the importance of the 

positive impact of mentors and mother figures. This study provides current and former 

African American males of special education with knowledge about how to overcome the 

stigma associated with special education disabilities. 

 

KEY WORDS: African American Males, Successful, Self-determination, 

Disproportionate/Overrepresentation, Emotional and Behavior disorder, IDEA, 

Pedagogy, Post-secondary education, Response to Intervention (RTI) 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

The overall placement of students receiving special educations services has declined 

within the last ten year due to the identification process requiring more analysis and 

documentation (Zhang, Katsiyannis, Ju, & Roberts, 2014). Despite the positive overall change, 

the disproportionate representation of African American males receiving special education 

services has not declined, but have risen (Wiley, Brigham, Kauffman, & Bogan, 2013).  

According to the U.S. Department of Education’s report on Racial and Ethnic Disparities in 

Special Education, African Americans make up 8.21% of those receiving services, which is 

double that of White Americans (USDE, 2016).  Marginalized in education, African American 

males were concisely confronted with conditions that dehumanize their childlike ability to learn, 

causing placement in special education to be alarming and common (Goff, Jackson, Leone, 

Culotta, & DiTomasso, 2014).  Overrepresented in special education, African American males 

reflect behaviors that contradict standardized behaviors associated with European education 

policies of how children should react to instruction and teachers (Ford, 2012). For this reason, 

Ford implied that unstandardized behaviors can lead to special education placement due to 

misinterpretation.  

Furthermore, based on the over identification of African American males in special 

education, cultural behaviors of African Americans are not holistically protected by the 

Individual with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and laws governing education (McKenna, 

2013).  In fact, McKenna proposed that further research on student’s actions should not be based 

on the early European culture analysis. This analysis aids in providing support as to why African 

American males are not viewed as those who perform on grade level due to early 
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misidentification not common in European culture (Gardner, Rizzi, & Council, 2014). The 

researchers noted how elementary schools hinder academic accountability, making African 

American males incapable of thriving, and therefore are responsible for their learning in the 

future. Due to reading playing a significant part of leaning, research suggest that African 

America males reading level is 15.2% less than Black females and 27% lower than White males, 

which gives rise to the large amount of many Black males dropping out of school due to low 

achievement (Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010).  

The Urban School Report by the National Center for Education showed that it is not the 

teachers’ inability to understand the child culture, that it is the teacher's inability to teach 

according to culture (Lippman, Burns, & McArthur, 1996).  Also, Lippman et al. (1996) implied 

that  teachers who lack cultural competence tend to focus on ways to make the child understand 

education, instead of utilizing the proper tools necessary to allow the child to learn.  The 

researchers believed that the resistance to implement culture into curriculum results in 

incompetence of culture, leading to misidentification into special education.   

Suburban schools differ in comparison of urban schools in that they have a small 

minority population, but have a significant number of minorities, African American males in 

particular, receiving special education services (Ahram, Fergus, & Noguera, 2011). Commonly, 

African American males in suburban schools are highly identified as Mentally Retarded (MR) 

and segregated away from general school population (Ferri & Connor, 2005). This disability 

according to Ferri and Connor, makes African American males socially awkward, illustrating 

how misplacement alters the lifestyles of students limiting future growth.  

This study aligns with Houston Baptist University’s Pillars that seek to provide 

intellectual and spiritual education by acknowledging students’ abilities to be servants of God 
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(Houston Baptist University, 2012).  According to Pillar Three, which reflects on the ability of 

students to embrace the challenge of Christian graduate education, when faith and learning are 

combined, students have the ability to have a growth mindset. Corresponding with the ideology 

that African American males can become successful despite the special education disability, this 

pillar implies that there is a connection between cultural beliefs and academic success.  

According to Esposito and Swain (2009), student academic success correlates to teachers’ 

abilities to add students’ cultures into the curriculum because it recognizes values, experiences, 

and perspectives.  This study also parallels with the executive educational leadership standards 

regarding the ability to acknowledge diverse interests and needs to promote student success 

(Houston Baptist University, n.d.).  Brown-Jeffy and Cooper (2011) implied that the United 

States is a diverse country that does not racially or ethically have a teaching force that recognizes 

diversity.  Therefore, the executive educational leadership degree will provide students with the 

necessary research tools to apply knowledge about how to impact and acknowledge educational 

diversity needs. 

This chapter includes the background of the study; (a) statement of the problem; (b) 

purpose and significance of the study; (c) research questions; (d) definition of terms; (e) 

theoretical framework; (f) limitations; (g) delimitations; (h) assumptions; (i) summary; and (j) 

organization of the study. 

Background of the Study 

In order for students’ to be prepared for college and careers in the future, Bal, Sullivan, 

and Harper (2013) suggested that it is crucial for their needs to be met.  According to Bal 

Sullivan, and Harper (2013), every student should be given the opportunity to learn accordingly 

despite their disabilities or natural cultural backgrounds.  Therefore, the country should strive to 
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become a more culturally diverse society educationally, because data suggest that the country is 

still a nation operating on educational practices of European culture.   

Martin, Martin, and Terman (1996) defined special education as a program that focuses 

on meeting the individual needs of students with disabilities.  Martin et al. (1996) indicated that 

with interventions, accommodations, and modifications put into place, special education 

guarantees due process for all according to the Fourteenth Amendment. The Response to 

Intervention (RTI) acts as an accommodation model to ensure that needs of students are also met.  

Through the RTI model, students are screened in many different academic areas to better 

understand their academic concerns in a targeted manner (Hughes & Dexter, 2011). Particularly 

for Culturally and Linguistically (CLD) students, RTI calls for systems to be put into place to 

address the unequal access to curriculum leading to students’ disadvantages (Cramer, 2015). By 

reducing referrals due to more documentation for special education, RTI will aid in the 

misdiagnosis of African American males placed in behavioral related common category.  

Therefore, students of color will not be hindered by racial policies that push them further away 

academic success and continued disenfranchisement which continues to marginalize children of 

color from their white peers (Brayboy, Castagno, & Maughan, 2007).  Misdiagnosis is the goal 

many states are trying to avoid, because it takes away from the federal dollars which force them 

to allocate for funds elsewhere, but also hinders their academic standings (Beal, 2016). 

More so, educators who are trained to focus on students with disabilities, do not teach 

beyond an average of six years, placing services at a disadvantage because there are only a small 

portion of teachers trained in special education (Andrews & Brown, 2015).  New teacher 

training, implied by Andrews and Brown, will take extra funding in order to educate teachers on 

how special education works and will create adjustments that are time consuming. Retention rate 
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for special education is significantly low because teachers often become overwhelmed with 

trying to assist students with disabilities using limited resources, planning, and correct training 

(Gardner, Rizzi, & Council, 2014).  Gardner et al. suggested that teachers with the interest of 

teaching students with disabilities are not just teaching, that teachers often have caseloads 

requiring they monitor students constantly.  These cases require that proper documentation be 

kept in a timely manner to ensure that it meets IDEA requirements, which is responsible for 

ensuring and determining students’ academic growth (Gardner et al., 2014). Gardner et al. 

expressed that as teachers lack knowledge of special education assistance, they tend to 

misdiagnose students based on their actions rather than by academic performance, which also 

adds to overrepresentation. 

When disabilities and culture are combined, students of different cultures often hit a 

roadblock due to what is coined as the standard culture based on recommendations, 

qualifications, and needs which research suggest changes based on cultural values (Kafele, 

2012).  Findings suggested that African American males were categorized as the majority 

receiving special education services because they operate on different values, according to 

Kafele (2012).  To ensure students are granted an equal opportunity despite cultural influence, 

IDEA, guaranteed that students be evaluated intensively so they can enter into the special 

education program with fair chances to learn, as indicated by Kafele (2012). Likewise, the No 

Child Left behind Act, offers a larger door for students to become educated by mandating that 

every state have strategic learning targets that are obtainable for all students by highly trained 

teachers (Gardner et al., 2014).  Hughes and Dexter (2011) suggested that the challenges are not 

within the policies because the policies mandate equal opportunity. The problem is that practices 

are not put into place to meet the needs of those policies. 
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Statement of the Problem 

Disproportionately targeted due to race and gender, a significant amount of African 

American males have been and are continuously racially profiled due to stereotypes that are 

designated for them (Adkison-Bradley, Johnson, Rawls, & Plunkett, 2006).  Stereotypes often 

subject them to educational mishaps that lead to academic failure in school and life struggles.  

Researchers Wagner and Blackorby (1996) implied that when over fifty percent of African 

America males are suggested to be placed into special education programs, they are likely to 

drop out. Out of that fifty percent previously mentioned, seventy-three percent end up arrested 

within three to five years upon dropping out, because goals are not reachable in the paths they 

have paved (Wagner & Blackorby, 1996).  Instead of these services being used to provide 

individualized academic support, special education sometimes hinders academic growth and 

social engagement (McKenna, 2013).  Consequently, McKenna (2013) felt teachers inadequately 

assess student needs and lack professional training needed to engage African Americans males 

who are known to learn differently due to cultural reasons  

African Americans are 3.85% more likely to be labeled as having a disability when it 

comes to non-African Americans (Jasper & Bouck, 2013).  IDEA acts as a double-sided sword, 

because the law of IDEA understands that there is a misidentification of African American 

males; however, the law does not justify how it can eliminate minorities being the majority 

(Weatherspoon, 2014).  

McKenna (2013) stated that the longer the problem goes unsolved, the higher the risk of 

uneducated African American males’ inability to become successful. With restrictive settings, 

African American males have a framed mindset that does not agree with the general setting 

which can only be acquired through experience (Skiba et. al., 2008).  In a setting of this manner, 
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teachers may lower expectations that fulfill the prophecy of low educational tracks 

(Weatherspoon, 2014).  The particular low educational tracks according to Weatherspoon (2014), 

do not train students to challenge their personal thinking or the thinking of others for goal 

setting.  Despite numerous studies that suggest early intervention on ways to cut down the 

number of students receiving services, teacher referrals are still used as the number one 

determining factor for what students need services (Raines, Dever, Kamphaus, & Roach, 2012). 

African American males are perceived from the beginning to have challenging behaviors 

that can often come off as forceful (Alter, Walker, & Landers, 2013).  The researchers reported 

that when dominant cultural actions are combined with male behavior, commonalities of teachers 

prejudging a student by the way they enter the classroom and not their actions may take place. 

Alter et al. (2013) also found that teachers often connected students’ challenging behaviors with 

off task behavior.  They found that many teachers did not agree with the way students verbally 

communicated with them, so teachers found it necessary to associate African American male 

cues with Emotional and Behavioral Disabilities [EBD] (Alter et al., 2013). Alter et al. explained 

how teacher referrals illustrated how the RTI intervention plans are not capitalized on when it 

comes to be a determining factor for students’ learning abilities.  

Statement of the Purpose and Significance  

The purpose of this phenomenological narrative was to understand the experiences of 

successful African American males who were identified as special education students while in 

the K-12 setting.  For this study, successful African American males are defined as those who 

completed and graduated from a post-secondary institution.  

The overrepresentation of Black males in special education illustrates racial disparities 

which symbolize how education remains unequal in our nation (Skiba et al., 2008).  As the 
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minority in education, the trend for African American males being submitted into special 

education has not decreased within the past five years which illustrates how the factor is being 

addressed in a timely manner (Zhang et al., 2012).  Although other minority groups in special 

education decrease, such as Hispanics due to language barriers being identified, the increase of 

African American males are on a constant rise with no distinction behind the disconnect 

(McKenna, 2013).   

Special education programs that are designed to assist in student achievement have 

proven to hinder the educational growth of African American males because they receive 

instruction that is not at grade level or minimal instruction in general (Skiba et al., 2008).  By 

addressing the needs of students based on areas of concerns, teachers have the ability to ensure 

quality education that is suitable for future educational exposure.  Negativity in early education 

translates into negative future endeavors such as dropping out of school, lack of career 

opportunities, or incarceration (Justice, 2014).  Despite poor policies, programs, and lack of 

resources, African American males can become successful if support from teachers and other 

school staff is available (Warren, Douglas, & Howard, 2016). 

Research Questions 

The following research questions guided this phenomenological narrative study: 

1. What supports were given to former special education African American males while 

pursuing a college degree? 

2. What post-secondary education challenges were encountered by African American 

males who were identified as special education students? 

3. What advice could be given to other African American males identified as special 

education students who aspire to attend post-secondary institution? 
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Definition of Terms 

African American Males 

Black males of any African descent who were born in the United States (USDE, 2016).  

The term Black males will be used interchangeably based on cited information. 

Culture 

Natural actions that are in due to the way one believes, acts, converses, understands, and 

interact with others (Alter, Walker, & Landers, 2013). 

Disproportionate/Overrepresentation 

High percentage of one particular race of people (Skiba, Simmons, Ritter, Gibb, Rausch, 

Cuadrado, & Chung, 2008).  When more than half of a particular race is represented despite 

being the minority (McKenna, 2013). 

Emotional and Behavior Disorder  

Inappropriate behavior and feelings under normal conditions (Alter, Walker, & Landers, 

2013). 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)  

Federal mandate that was updated in 2006 that protects the rights of students with 

disabilities (Martin, Martin, & Terman, 1996).  

Intellectual Disability 

A disorder in which a person’s everyday social and practical skills are limited based on 

the intellectual functions and actions (Weis, 2017).  

Linguistics  

The study of language in a setting where problems are identified (Alter, Walker & 

Landers, 2013). 
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Misidentification  

To falsely identify a particular person and/or race without substantial evidence 

(Weatherspoon, 2006). 

Pedagogy  

Standard school curriculum that all teachers are responsible for delivering to all students 

(Esposito, Davis, & Swain, 2012). 

Post-secondary Education  

A four-year institution where students can receive a bachelor’s degree (Warren, Douglas, 

& Howard, 2016). 

Response to Intervention (RTI)  

A way for teachers to modify curriculum in order to understand the type of disability a 

student may have (Hughes & Dexter, 2011). 

Stereotype  

High implicit racial generalizations that separates one culture from another. Depictions of 

certain ideologies and politics (Masterson, 2016). 

Successful  

For the purpose of this research, those who graduated from a four-year post-secondary 

institution. 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework for this study stems from Deci and Ryan’s (2011) Self-

determination theory (SDT). SDT deals with the social context through which motivation and 

personality influence development (Deci & Ryan, 2011). Deci and Ryan suggested that 

environmental factors influence attitude, values, motivation and culture which factor into 
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academic achievement. Deci and Ryan also believed the three basic psychological needs; 

competence, autonomy, and relatedness are the underlying factors for describing how one can 

develop and function. Competence focuses on desired outcomes and how to perform to get those 

outcomes, autonomy involves controlling one’s actions, and relatedness is focusing on social 

bonds that foster support (Ingram, Williams, Coaxum III, Hilton, & Harrell, 2016).  

Along with the three key components that drive the SDT theory; are five connections that 

correlate with a students’ academic ability. Intrinsic motivation, external motivation, 

amotivation, introjected regulation, identified regulation, and integrated regulation; all seek to 

avoid negative behavior, while striving to ensure positive self-esteem (Allan, Autin, & Duffy, 

2016).  Broken into two categories, intrinsic and extrinsic motivation; Allan et al. (2016) 

described SDT as a determinate of meaningful work that showcases academic growth. 

The theoretical approach of SDT is a component that can addresses the 

overrepresentation of African American males, because it engages approximately four micro 

theories that showcase disconnect between teachers and students.  Cognitive evaluation theory 

(CET) focuses on the variables determining behavior, for they influence academic work (Ryan & 

Deci, 2001). Organismic Integration Theory (OIT) explained by Ryan and Deci (2002), adheres 

to extrinsic motivation.  Causality Orientation Theory (COT) individuals desire to achieve in 

regard to environmental influences (Ryan & Deci, 2001).  Finally, Basic Needs Theory, 

acknowledged by Ryan and Deci (2002), involves the connection between needs and health.     

Self-determination theory focuses on the personality and developmental components of 

the individuals in order to predict developmental outcomes for individuals based on their active 

and reactive responses (Ryan & Deci, 2002).  Ryan and Deci (2002) suggested that through 

competence people understand their effective roll in the environment and tend to respond 
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positively because they understand how they benefit society.  Likewise, the more they feel 

connected to others, the stronger the connection they will have when it comes to taking 

ownership for their own values and attentiveness (Ryan & Deci, 2002).  

Limitations 

According to Lunenburg and Irby (2008), limitations are factors that may affect the 

interpretations of the findings because they are not controlled by the researcher.  This study was 

limited by the following:   

 1.  African American males who stated they were students who were a part of the special 

education program K-12, but the study did not request participants to present data supporting 

their claim. 

 2.  This study included African American males who graduated with a bachelor’s degree 

from a post-secondary institution.  African American males who completed a trade school or 

received an associate’s degree were not considered in the study. 

 3.  Participants may not accurately provide feedback out of fear of being exposed to 

society. 

 4.  Sample size may be too small to provide relevant data to analyze and provide 

information about the experiences of African American males for the future.   

Delimitations 

According to Lunenburg and Irby (2008), delimitations are factors that are self-imposed 

boundaries by the researcher to get purposeful data.  This study was limited by the following:  

1.  The scope of this study is based on possible overall experiences with African 

American males, who graduated from a post-secondary institution, which were once part of the 

special education program. 
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2.  The study was conducted at various locations suitable for the participants.  

3.  Six African American males will partake in the interview or survey.   

Assumptions 

Lunenburg and Irby (2008) defined assumptions as propositions that are operational for 

research purposes.  The assumptions of this study were as follows: 

1.  The questionnaire used in this study was valid for the purpose intended. 

2.  The participants understood the questionnaire and responded objectively and honestly. 

3.  Interpretation of the data collected reflected what participants intended. 

Summary and Organization of the Study 

This study was organized into five chapters.  Chapter I included introduction, background 

of the study, statement of the problem, statement of the purpose and significance, research 

questions, definition of terms, theoretical framework, limitations, delimitations, assumptions, and 

organization of the study.  In Chapter II, the review of the literature will include the following: 

(a) introduction; (b) history of segregation; (c) history of special education; (d) special education 

perspectives; (e) educational leadership; (f) theories related to African American males in special 

education; (g) African American males’ perspectives and (h) summary.  In Chapter III, the 

researcher described the methodology used in the study, which includes research design, 

participants, context and setting, instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis.  Chapter IV 

includes an analysis of the findings from the interviews.  Chapter V includes the summary, 

conclusion, implications and recommendations for future studies.   
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The purpose of this phenomenological narrative was to understand the experiences of 

successful African American males who were identified as special education students while in 

the K-12 setting.  For this study, successful African American males are defined as those who 

completed and graduated from a post-secondary institution. The overrepresentation of African 

American males in special education illustrated racial disparities which symbolize how education 

remains unequal in our nation (Skiba et al., 2008).   

As the minority in education, the trend for Black males being submitted into special 

education has not decreased within the past five years which illustrated how the factor is not 

being addressed in a timely manner (Zhang et al., 2012).  Although other minority groups in 

special education decrease, such as Hispanics due to language barriers being identified; the 

increase of African American males are on a constant rise with no distinction behind the 

disconnect (McKenna, 2013).   

Special education programs that are designed to assist in student achievement have 

proven to hinder the educational growth of Black males because they received instruction that is 

not at grade level or minimal instruction in general (Skiba et al., 2008).  By addressing the needs 

of students based on areas of concerns, teachers have the ability to ensure quality education that 

is suitable for future educational exposure. When programs illustrated the lack of high 

expectations for student achievement regarding a particular culture, students were then viewed 

stereotypically according to what made up their community versus how they could impact their 

community by being educated (Semple, 2013).  As a result, African American males retaliate 

against teachers’ rejection by showing a significant amount of behavioral problems in school. 
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Negativity in early education translates into negative future endeavors such as dropping out of 

school, lack of career opportunities, or incarceration (Justice, 2014).  

In addition, the study provided information from studies that describe the K-12 special 

education setting for African American males.  Supporting the research were theories regarding 

potential factors possibly responsible for shaping success in postsecondary education.  Research 

questions were addressed throughout several topics of discussion in the following sections of 

chapter two.  The topics include: (a) history of segregation; (b) history of special education; (c) 

special education perspectives; (d) educational leadership; (e) theories; and (f) African American 

males. 

History of Segregation 

Before African Americans had formal education, African American slaves risked 

punishment to gain any form of literacy (Butchart, 2010).  According to Butchart, before formal 

emancipation, schools built by slaves were overflowing with students taught by recruited 

teachers.  When African Americans were finally able to receive formal education after 1865, 

they only received four months of education within three years (Brown, 2004).  Brown suggested 

that after the Civil War, the Reconstruction Era enacted three Reconstruction Amendments that 

generated segregation in education.   

Plessy v. Ferguson 

The Emancipation Proclamation is seen as the landmark law that granted freedom for all 

those held captive by slavery (Jeffries, 2004).  Although the doctrine granted freedom for all, it 

was not until the Plessy v. Ferguson Supreme Court case of 1896 that African Americans were 

able to integrate facilities rightfully (Green & Gooden, 2016).  The factor that spearheaded the 

case came to the forefront when Plessy was denied access to sitting on the white side of the cart 
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and jailed.  The actions according to the Supreme Court were seen as unlawful inasmuch as 

unconstitutional due to violation of the 13th and 14th amendment (Morris & Monroe, 2009).  

Consequently, giving reason to conclude that education for African American before 1896 did 

not exist openly and thence considered minimal because the average African American student 

received at most four months of formal education (Brown, 2004). 

However, in order to keep America a “white country”, Whites had a systematic plan for 

the amount of education African American could receive, so that possibilities of being too 

educated would be limited (Span, 2015). Under the Plessy v. Ferguson Act of 1896, the Supreme 

Court implemented “separate but equal” in which African American were given equal access to 

trains, restrooms, restaurants, and schools (Orfield & Frankenberg, 2014).  Being able to enjoy 

an equal chance to operate was the underlying factor, and not equality (Sharma, Joyner, & 

Osment, 2014). 

Under this Plessy V. Ferguson Act, the inappropriate arrangement of social, education, 

and economic resources still gave rise to Whites but limited African American’s opportunities 

legally (Thompson Dorsey, 2013).  Therefore, African American still lacked the ability to 

compete educationally with Whites because resources that they were subjected to were not 

suitable and supplies were limited.  Plessy v. Ferguson proved to be deeply influenced by Jim 

Crow, so it led to educational gain by influencing Brown v. Board of Education but divided the 

nation because it would later bring rise to economic segregation (López & Burciaga, 2014).  A 

law therefore without the ability to use resources or have access to resources openly, is a law 

with ill intent if it is not beneficial to all involved in the law. Plessy v. Ferguson would remain 

the backbone of the law of equality until being overturned in 1954 by Brown v. Board of 
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Education in which would be foreseen as the benchmark for educational growth for Blacks 

(Dorris, 2009). 

Brown v. Board of Education   

To overthrow the Plessy v. Ferguson law, the National Association for the Advancement 

of Colored People (NAACP) began to formulate a plan that would be listed in the Margold 

Report of 1931 as the turning point law for educational growth (Walker, 2013).  Being that 

education is the principle that governs the way society can adapt to change regarding skills 

acquired by learning, it is crucial that all have the same opportunity to advance in their thinking 

patterns that foster growth.  According to Walker (2013), the NAACP was strongly noted as a 

civil rights group that wanted to integrate America.  Therefore, they began their first focus on 

granting admission of Blacks into universities, so that upon completion they could help aid 

others when it comes to living the American lifestyle (Walker, 2013). 

As universities begin to get integrated, a lawyer by the name of Thurgood Marshall saw 

the need to get African Americans educated at an early level. Marshall’s reasoning was that 

education for students of color was improvised and lacked safe and effective learning resources 

(Kucsera, Siegel-Hawley, & Orfield, 2015). The Brown vs. Board of Education would focus on 

racial balancing what has proven to be detrimental due to particular balances stressing equal 

opportunity to white elites and not equalization of resources (Gooden & Thompson Dorsey, 

2014). 

Spearheading with legal precautions, Marshall led the case of Brown v. Board of 

Education Topeka in which a decision by the Supreme Court in 1954 served as a catalyst ending 

educational segregation by putting an end to state-mandated segregations of public schools (Bell, 

1980). The case mentioned the unconstitutional act of 1896 of Plessy V. Ferguson and five 
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significant cases that included; Delaware, Kansas, Washington D.C., South Carolina, and 

Virginia; unified the school system by allowing education to be affordable and equal in each 

aspect to all mankind (Scott, 2004). 

In result of the Supreme Court decision to educate all, the systematic desegregation of 

schools would lead to more segregation strategies in which academies and charter schools’ 

growth would rapidly increase to maintain being racially separated using innovative ways to 

manipulate the system of segregation (Orfield, 2001; López & Burciaga, 2014). Factors such as 

housing identity privileges also added to undermining Brown v. Board by linking the area for 

which one lives to the educational choices that affect proper development (Gooden & Thompson 

Dorsey, 2014).  African American educators who could identify with the cultural values of 

teaching African American students began to become unemployed due to African American 

students migrating to predominantly white schools (Milner & Howard, 2004).   

Although there was progression as a result of Brown v. Board, desegregation spawn on a 

new set of segregation by creating situations in which Black students begin to lose valuable 

education in public education (McPherson, 2011).  As the hallmark act of integration of 

education, these civil rights act later proved to make it unethical to also discriminate against 

students with disabilities (Winzer, 1993). 

History of Special Education 

Similar to African Americans who had to deal with the denial of being educated, students 

with disabilities also faced obstacles that questioned the way they would gain knowledge.  The 

government was doubtful that students with disabilities could succeed realistically in an 

environment that challenged students to think critically, so equal opportunity to be educated was 

denied (Yell, Rogers, & Rogers, 1998).  Such as advocates for African Americans to be educated 
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begin to voice their opinion of unjust laws that kept them from receiving a quality education, 

parents of children with disabilities felt the same.  Thence stemming from the civil rights 

movement, the Special Education laws arrived from the onset of Brown v. Board of Education 

(Skiba et al., 2001). 

To begin with, education from the early 1800’s was viewed as a way to open up the 

minds of people in order to create a democracy system that would birth a nation of success, but 

still limited those who could be educated.  Therefor to mandate that all get an education, 

congress passed the compulsory attendance law stressing education at early ages but failed to 

place emphasis on who could receive education (Yell et al., 1998).  Resulting from unequal 

education, advocates, such as parents of students with disabilities, according to Yell, Rogers, and 

Rogers, begin to stress the importance of their child being educated.  The Education of All 

Handicapped Children Act of 1975, which was later called the Individual with Disabilities 

Education Act or IDEA in 1990, hence begin to intertwine with the compulsory act by allowing 

students with disabilities the capability to attend school in a least restrictive environment 

(Moores, 2005). It also required a nondiscriminatory measuring assessment process in which the 

instruments employed are free from cultural or racial bias (Harry, 1994).  Suggesting that the 

nation’s disability policy consist of ensuring equal opportunity that ensures academic success 

that allows students with disabilities the chance to receive a fair education to fully participate, 

independently live, and become economically self-sufficient (Turnbull III, 2005). 

For that reason, the Individual with Disabilities of Education Act fostered the framework 

for accessing federal funds that would allow state and local agencies to make financial 

obligations for educating students who have disabilities (Turnbull III, 2005).  Although the law 

provided all the components of a sound education, there was still an underlying factor that 
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excluded students with special needs based on the traditional education systems of the United 

States beliefs that general settings are not equipped to engage students with disabilities (LaNear 

& Frattura, 2007).  Meanwhile the schema of traditional education funding outside of traditional 

education was based on diagnosing social and academic learning patterns, monitoring change or 

progress of student behavior overtime, and conducting research to establish reasonable tools to 

educate students with disabilities (Lewis, Scott, Wehby, & Willis, 2014).  Despite funding, 

disabled children still were ostracized in public institutions in segregated classes resulting in a 

change from isolation to segregation (Winzer, 1993). 

Furthermore, the 1990 IDEA stated that students with disabilities would have an 

Individualized Education Plan or IEP that would address ways in which students could be 

accommodated in their learning (Heward & Lloyd-Smith, 2006).  The IEP identified the 

disability that students had which would affect learning, physical, sensory, or emotional 

development (Georgia Department of Education, 2005). Despite the general identification policy 

of the 1990 IEP, the amended clause of the 1997 IDEA made the IEP specify measurable goals 

and behavior plans for students to showcase annual goals of students and parents (Yell, Rogers, 

& Rogers, 1998). Finally, the latest amendment for IDEA focused on accountability by having 

highly qualified teachers who would having professional development and understand how to aid 

in properly identifying students (Turnbull III, 2005). 

Special education is constantly transforming at an alarming rate as the need for services 

increase. Funding for students placed in special education costs 130% more than general 

education which is equivalent to $5,000 per student (LaNear & Frattura, 2007).  Making the 

policy for addressing students with disabilities strenuous.  However, the identification process of 

special education is being linked to the economic status of students which generates a majority of 
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minorities being placed in special education (Lipsky & Gartner, 1995).  Therefore, laws 

governing special education have been put into place to certify fairness and address what is 

unfair to ensure student success and transition (LaNear & Frattura, 2007). 

Special Education Law 

A law is described as a tool that regulations the principles of legislation in order to 

sustain and enforce a judicial decision, so when it comes to special education laws, the laws 

should be understood and practiced by not only certified special education teachers but general 

teachers, parents, and students (Patterson, 2005).  Excluded from the traditional laws that govern 

education, special education students did not begin to receive lawful treatment until the 1970s, 

when Congress begin to understand that 1.75 million children were closed out from receiving 

general education learning and 2.5 million were placed in programs that did not meet their needs 

for advancement despite their disabilities (Weber, 2009).  This data conscripted IDEA, a federal 

law binding all states to fund educational systems and programs that give students with 

disabilities an equal opportunity.  Despite states having the ability to enforce the law in the 

manner they see fit, they are only allowed to parallel the law and not subtract from federal 

enforcement when it comes to management of students with disabilities (Siegel, 2014). 

To begin with, Free and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) is a law that states that 

children between the ages of three to twenty-one with disabilities have the right to free education 

under IDEA.  FAPE will provide education at public expense, under public supervision and 

direction, and without charge; but is not responsible for appropriate education (McGovern, 

2015).  When it comes to the Supreme Court’s interpretation of FAPE in relations to education, it 

is perceived that quality of education is formatted so that it benefits the student who is 
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handicapped by making sure procedures are put into place to provide a trivial educational gain 

(Hoagland-Hanson, 2014).   

Nonetheless confusion of discerning the context in which FAPE is perceived can be 

associated with financial obligations of situations being free or cut significantly when in 

comparison with others who are no disabled, however it just suggests that cost of being educated 

will not be higher as a result of the disability (Lawton, 2014).  Therefore, each state must allocate 

funds for students with disabilities in accordance to their disability for programs to meet their 

individual needs (Act, 2001).  Individuals with disabilities must have as much protection as 

students who do not have disabilities, so as congress promotes strong financial support, one must 

understand that removal of students with disabilities robes them of financial support which has 

the ability to jeopardize state funds and governmental support (Lusk, 2015). 

Next students with disabilities must have an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) that is 

used as the foundation for aiding special needs, because it is a road map used to integrate 

standard curriculum for student development (Eng, 2015).  To have an accurate set of practices 

that set the stage for generating an well proposed IEP, a team that consist of individuals who 

regularly work with the student: guardians, a teacher, an expert, and in some cases the student; 

must convene with data collected to show problematic areas as well as excel areas of the student 

(Alkahtani & Kheirallah, 2016).  Although research-based practices are responsible for meeting 

the students’ educational and behavioral needs, the committee members also take into 

consideration that they are allowed to develop practices that benefit the students’ needs based in 

actions displayed (Bunford & Langberg, 2018).   

Goals that the committee place on the IEP should be ones that are measurable, functional, 

observable, engaging, and realistic to ensure independency for the student’s pathway and 
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direction for sequential skill development (Eng, 2015).  Forasmuch as the IEP represents the 

standard mean of communication for all teachers, IDEA specifies that the IEP consist of valuable 

detail that provides transitions for the students according to Diliberto and Brewer (2014).  Which 

implied that throughout students’ educational byway into least restrictive environments, they still 

must have the connection to understanding grade level curriculum (Diliberto & Brewer, 2014). 

Furthermore, the law requires that students who have disabilities be placed in a Least 

Restrictive Environment (LRE) in order to have an equal opportunity to learn the basics.  LRE is 

based on FAPE which guaranteed that IDEA provide services with accommodating supports 

(McGovern, 2015).  The modification to the law in regard to LRE regulations is based solely on 

the severity of the disability that prevents use of supplemental aids and services that fail to meet 

satisfactory standards (Carson, 2014).   

However, teachers in inclusive classroom settings see the benefits socially, but often 

struggle with trying to manage time with limited extra resources, equipment, and specialist 

professional help to aid students with special needs (Carrington, Berthelsen, Nickerson, 

Nicholson, Walker, & Meldrum, 2016). The LRE mandate is synonymously connected to 

mainstreaming, inclusion, and integration, but should not be understood as those particular 

settings because it is a principle that specifies the rights of students with disabilities to be 

educated (McGovern, 2015).  In fact, according to Carson, the LRE has two parts,  

Each public agency must ensure that—(i) [t]o the maximum extent appropriate, children 

with disabilities, including children in public or private institutions or other care facilities, 

are educated with children who are nondisabled; and (ii) [s]pecial classes, separate 

schooling, or other removal of children with disabilities from the regular educational 

environment occurs only if the nature or severity of the disability is such that education in 
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regular classes with the use of supplementary aids and services cannot be achieved 

satisfactorily. (2015, p. 1402) 

Encouraging educational reform by making sure all educators are aware of the strands that build 

a successful LRE, helps to ensure positive learning environments that are able to empower 

effective educators who drive student achievement (McGovern, 2015). 

Finally, due process contends with the basic laws of special education in that it provides 

protection of some individual person threatened with an unlawful deprivation of a legally 

protected interest in life, liberty, or property (Williams, 2015). When guardians feel that their 

child is not receiving a just education, they have the right to file a due process case which 

accuses instructors or districts of not providing students with the chance to receive a fair 

education (Simons, 2016).  Due process of special education focuses on IDEA compliance 

requirements in which parents do not have to be represented by counsel to report unlawful 

educational practices (Hoagland-Hanson, 2014).  Suggesting that parents are obligated to receive 

and review notice of initiation or changes of special education services that will or should be 

provided for their child (Shaver, 2015).   

However, the highlight of due process rest in the fact that even in the absences of a 

guardian at the time of review, that they still be provided with the opportunity to change what 

they do not agree with if they do not see the benefits (Williams, 2015).  Due process provides a 

valuable asset to the special education laws because it requires checks and balances for the 

school districts and the students they service (Hoagland-Hanson, 2014). 

Special Education Eligibility 

In order to be considered to be a part of the special education program, parents must be 

aware of the necessary components that go into taking the correct steps to aiding their child in 
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success.  The protocol in such cases involve research-based strategies that allow trained 

educators to intensively tier students according to the way they learn, react, and adjust to 

situations in order to be properly diagnose (King Thorius, Maxcy, Macey, & Cox, 2014). The 

intent of special educators’ policy makers is to seek equality for all those who are at risk of being 

identified with disabilities, however there are macro-level policies that are not neural and could 

possibly alter the new and old way in which students are placed into the special educator sector 

(Thorius & Maxcy, 2015). 

The word evaluation is often associated with assessments when it comes to understanding 

the eligibility stages of students.  Evaluation is the process of determining eligibility and 

assessments details the individuals' levels of functioning when it comes to needs and strengths 

(IDEA, 2004).  Therefore, the terminology must be understood when the need student is being 

referenced because teachers must have a keen sense of knowledge about a significant range of 

skills to monitor in students and have a great acquaintance with basic school environments 

before they should make recommendations for evaluations and assessments.  Reason being is 

they take on various roles such as; the standard teacher, evaluator, interview, parent counselor, 

record keeper, and counselor (Hall, Phillips, & Townsend, 2015).   

However, in the absence of knowledge of the teacher due to unknown circumstances, 

Portman implied that the guardian has the right to proceed with the process of eligibility by 

making a formal request for an evaluation.  In which by IDEA’s framework request must first be 

completed amongst the school district the child is a part of within 60 days upon receiving request 

or consent (Portman, 2011). 

Subsequently, when students are being evaluated the common model for IDEA’s 

framework deals with the medical and descriptive developmental models.  The medical model is 
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used or deficits based on behavior, while the descriptive model details the student's current level 

of functioning in an educational setting for which performance levels are placed into “norms” 

categories (Paul, 2007).  In order to proceed with the evaluation and assessments of the student, 

the district, as well as the parents, must have knowledge of what item will be used in the 

evaluation that drive the assessment that will be used (Portman, 2011).  As a consequence, in 

order for the IDEA to provide component of special education, the proper steps must be fulfilled 

to determine eligibility because students who are considered to be a part of low-income homes, 

are often associated with those who have disabilities when it comes to learning (King Thorius, 

Maxcy, Macey, & Cox, 2014). 

Perceptions of Special Education 

Due to inequities of educational opportunities, Caldas and Cornigans (2015) suggested 

that low academic success of African American males is partially due to lack enriching 

educational programs.  Poor academic skills increase the risk of African American males’ 

placement in special education. Placed in judgmental categories of special education such as who 

are mildly mentally retarded (MMR), emotionally disturbed (ED), or learning disabilities (LD); 

African American males are subjected to low academic standards (O’Connor & Fernandez, 

2006). 

Poverty 

Economic deprivation, poverty, is a form of living seen by the government as the 

inability one has to meeting nutritional, medical, and materialistic needs at the basic level 

(Conger & Donnellan, 2007). Consequently, there has been a linkage among the amount of low-

income household and number of students who are placed in special education programs.   
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To begin with, studies suggested that those living in poverty have heightened social risk 

leading to health concerns that trigger learning disabilities associated with development 

complications (O'Connor & Fernandez, 2006).  Therefore, underachievement amongst minorities 

are visibly influenced by poverty rates that foster disproportionate ethnic portrayals in special 

education (Skiba, Poloni-Staudinger, Simmons, Feggins-Azziz, & Chung, 2005). In fact, close 

analysis illustrates that poverty in general has a reciprocal inter-action that exists amongst the 

parent and children that influences the child’s development leading to the placement of students 

in special education (O'Connor & DeLuca, 2006).   

Furthermore, there have been indicators stressing that upper-class parents have the ability 

to assist in their child’s learning, as to poor or working-class parents who have minimal 

connection to their child’s learning, potentially putting the child at risk underachievement due to 

lack of norms (Caldas & Cornigans, 2015). When students of poverty do not adapt to norms, 

parents will often place them in protective groups, like special education, to secure them with the 

chance to become educated in a differentiated way giving them occupational options for future 

endeavors.  And being that children of poverty score lower on IQ test and often internalize 

emotions that can reflect emotional disturbances, it is not relatively challenging to get students 

into the special education program (Coll et al., 1996). Reason being is that students growing up 

in poverty tend to require a more quality education due to the amount issues that negatively 

impact how they respond to society, so the opportunity is often granted (Zosky, Avant, & 

Thompson, 2014). 

Advocates for low socioeconomic students view the screening process as predesigned to 

place students in contaminated classroom with a significant number of students in the special 

education programs despite the least restrictive environment mandate. The vulnerability of 
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students in settings of low academic standings do not create issues to parents of poverty who do 

not look into ways the assessments may be statistical unfit to prefer special education services 

for their child (Williams, 2007).  Therefore, when it comes to communicating the need in order 

to get a greater understanding from teachers or administrators, it has been hinted that parents 

who are considered to have a low level of education; those who have been educated up to high 

school; are not likely to communicate their expectations or discuss other alternatives, compared 

to parents of higher educational statue (Šukys, Dumcˇiene˙, & Lapeniene, 2015).   

The area of concern for students who are placed in the special education as a result of not 

meeting the norm of education, often get placed in special education categories that are not 

accurate (McKenna, 2013).  Thus, the meanings of those categories go regularly under 

researched by parents of low socioeconomic environments which is realistically paralleling the 

lack of knowledge with special education support. 

Poverty is also often used as the means for continuous generations to be referred to 

special education.  Parents often feel that if one student is placed in special education that other 

siblings may have the same need when it comes to education, so it is common for parents to refer 

siblings based off of experiences and financial reasons (Bush-Daniels, 2008).  

Race 

 Despite the minimal correlation, special education identification can be linked to race and 

socioeconomic status due to lack of conceptualization of identification expectations (Kincaid & 

Sullivan, 2017).  According to Kincaid and Sullivan (2017), although race does not determine 

the disproportionate number of students in special education, it does intersect with educational 

experiences and perceptions of special needs.  In fact, correlation between race and poverty 

suggest that there is a lack of academic preparedness which constitutes for students receiving 
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special education services (Skiba, Poloni-Staudinger, Simmons, Renae Feggins-Azziz, & Chung, 

2005).  The researchers suggested that significant predictors of identification, race and poverty 

increased the likelihood of students identified for special education. Identified independently, 

race is viewed as the significant factor as a special predictor (Skiba et al., 2005).  

 On the other hand, Carson (2014) suggested that least restrictive environments are 

segregated by race which could result in classroom inequalities.  The inequalities experienced 

lead to students lacking the ability to adapt socially (Coll et al., 1996). Also, educational-

malpractice resulting from racially segregated environments discourage student autonomy which 

hinders academic achievement (Muhammad, 2016).     

Gender 

 Although a student’s gender is not supposed to affect the level of education they receive, 

Tejeda-Delgado (2009) implied that teachers’ referrals can be significantly based on gender.  In 

fact, female teachers, who were more open to work with students with disabilities, often 

recommend more male students to special education (Tejeda-Delgado, 2009).  Skiba et al. (2002) 

found that major and minor offenses of males led them to having more special education 

referrals than females.  More so, African American males received more referrals and were often 

suspended more than females (Skiba et al., 2002).  Researchers Booker and Mitchell (2011), 

found that males compared to females were 2.3 times more likely to be recommended for special 

education.  Consequently, males ranked highest with disabilities associated with emotions and 

actions, then those linked to disabilities associated with physical features (Coutinho & Oswald, 

2005).  
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Teacher Cogency  

It is surprising that not only do pre-service programs rarely prepare teachers with the 

foundation to teach special education population, but also that course work involving content and 

pedagogical knowledge does not accurately secure key components that teachers need (Hinton, 

Flores, Burton, & Curtis, 2015; Kamil, 2003; Thames, 2006). Black students, males particularly, 

were often categorized as special education students despite the fact they displayed the same 

characteristics as those who are White (Holtzman, Messick, & National Research Council, 

1982).  In fact, the determining factors that would influence the recommendations process were 

not equivalent in stature due to different test used and interpretation methods that would affect 

minority results based on standard educational practices that are not culturally sound (Gardner, 

Rizzi, & Council, 2014).  Aiding to the minimal knowledge of how to educate students with 

disabilities could be the No Child Left Behind Act (2001) that generated fast track alternative 

programs for teachers to become special disabilities educators (Brunsting, Sreckovic, & Lane, 

2014).  

Researchers have described the special education referral process as on that does not 

highlight the various learning patterns of cultures but relies on the teacher's ability to judge if the 

student is one that is teachable in an environment that fosters the bias norms of education 

(Adkison-Bradley, Johnson, Rawls, & Plunkett, 2006).  Teachers have a significant amount of 

responsibilities in the classroom, so it common for burnout to exist in a regular class setting, and 

when cultural influences are added burnout can influence the comprehensive perception of 

diverse learners (Andrews & Brown, 2015).  Suggesting that without knowledge, teachers are 

likely to refer minority students to special education (Gay, 2000). Misdiagnosis on based on lack 
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of teacher knowledge about cultural diversity contributes to the overrepresentation of Blacks in 

special education (Kauffman, 2002; Tetzloff & Obiakor, 2015).  

On the other hand, Shippen, Curtis, and Miller (2009) found that teachers saw providing 

data on behalf of students, was invalid when it came to refer them to special education program.  

They discovered that teachers viewed the referral process was one that was ineffective because 

the cycle of failure came before they identified, implemented, and determined the strategies to 

aid the student success (Shippen et al., 2009).  Despite the process of referral taking a long time 

to take place, the current data suggest that teachers have run out of strategies to keep African 

American males focused and inspired, so African American males typically enter secondary 

schools one to three years behind grade level, have low achievement levels, have high 

suspension and expulsion rates, and still have the highest disproportionate number in secondary 

education (Kafele, 2012).  Remarkably, research suggest the educational practices that stress 

differentiation do not bestow individualization amongst African American males, but actually 

add to the disproportionate representation of African American males due to common norm 

referenced techniques being seen as differentiated (McKenna, 2013). 

Furthermore, education starts with environmental influences that dictate the teacher’s 

ability to educate, so if the environment is disrupted then so is the learning.  Johnson (2013) 

implied that curriculum does not set the tone for African American males to be being educated, 

that African American males must sense a teacher's ability to care, show comfort, and faith in 

their ability to learn in order for him to act appropriately.  

More so, behavioral issues in the standard school setting can be seen as a reference for 

referral because historically African American males are known by educators as problematic 

(Dykes, 2008).  Educators often use harsher punishment towards African American males due to 
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the African American males’ nonchalant attitude that is interpreted as one that does not have the 

desire to learn.  Resulting in educators confusing African American males’ stereotypical 

common street persona as negativity (Gardner et al., 2014). Since that character is negative; 

educators, as Gardner et al. presented, request for different placement for African American 

males leading to missed opportunities to achieve.  

Consequently, when teachers are not well trained in culture callousness, the perceptions 

that African American males may have illustrated could strike prejudice procedures that stress 

referral process (Codrington & Fairchild, 2012).  For this reason, a majority of the cases that 

exist in special education of African American males are for intellectual disabilities (Gardner et 

al., 2014). Intellectual skills require the ability of one to adapt, and African American males, as 

insinuated by Gardner et al. (2014), adapt at a slower pace than minorities when it comes to 

unfamiliar situations.  

Challenged with the task to educate African American males, teachers who have 

significant training on educational procedures see Black males as less childlike when it comes to 

their peers who are white (Goff, Jackson, Leone, Culotta, & DiTomasso, 2014).  This 

overwhelming feeling is often associated with the fact that African American males are seen as 

older and less innocent implied by Goff et al.  The older persona of African American male 

children that teachers have, create a target for harassment and low educational expectations (Goff 

et al., 2014).  

African American males have learned to suppress their achievement in environments due 

to stereotypical measures (Goff et al., 2014). McKenna (2013) suggested that poor engagement 

with African American males can lead to under achievement and behavior problems.  According 

to Sharma, Joyner, and Osment (2014), stereotypical ideology of Blacks is commonly reinforced 
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by the isolation that is often associated with special education environments.  Problematic 

educational environments are viewed as those that disciplinary and academic standards issues 

(Sharma, Joyner, & Osment, 2014). Based on this assumption, it is impossible for Blacks to 

attempt to outperform or stay on the same level of education as their white peers (Sharma et al., 

2014). 

African Americans make up 16% of the student population, but make up 32% of those in 

special education, with African American males representing over fifty percent of the special 

education population of African Americans (U.S. Department of Education, 2016).  Being under 

prepared in professional development about prejudice, racism, and procedures, teachers often 

refer African American for special education because they feel they have exhausted all angles, 

which they have not been trained on, so special education is the only way for them to get help 

(Lawson, Humphrey, Wood-Garnett, Fearn, Welch, Greene-Bryant, & Avoké, 2002).  Therefore, 

it is common for African American students to receive services for intellectual disabilities and 

emotional disturbance because 80% of the teaching population is white and cannot readily relate 

to how students learn ethically (Codrington, & Fairchild, 2012; Deruy, 2013).  

The way African American are labeled are typically based off the stereotypical negative 

biases that sees African American as special education at early stages, so when African 

American males are added to the equation the number of bias increase as well as add to the 

disproportionality of Black males in special education (Gold & Richards, 2012).  Despite the No 

Child Left Behind Act referencing one of its major points as holding teachers accountable for 

student performance, it contradicts diversity of teacher accountability because it still sees the 

European American method of standard as the norm, which thus reinforces the stereotypical 

method of engagement, test performance, and achievement (McMillian, 2003).  The aggregated 
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scores of state assessments do not disregard students with disabilities which illustrates the 

biasness of the NCLB Act (NCLB Act, 2001).  Texas particularly, stipulates that all students 

who receive special education services be assessed with accommodations in order to have an 

accurate account for student achievement (Texas Education Agency, n.d.).  Each state has their 

own way of measuring student achievement according to their standard method of education 

(Dee & Jacob, 2011).  Despite that fact that each state has the ability to control the way 

education is taught, the European culture in which it is viewed has changed minimally (Ladson-

Billings, 1995).  

Cultural instructional knowledge based on data and relatable instructional practices is the 

common recommendation for teachers to understand the significant economic influences that 

affect education (Gardner et al., 2014). In fact, further research suggested that teachers in 

education programs, like Teach for America, do not receive proper trainings to teacher in the 

urban districts that they are placed in even though they have a strong diverse educational 

background (Straubhaar & Gottfried, 2016).  In fact, the diversity in education widens the chance 

of misunderstanding the diverse student populations because education does not translate into 

social behavior, which according to Straubhaar and Gottfried (2016), increased the chance for 

low achievement and special education misapprehension.  

Teacher Apprehension and Misconception  

Teachers who graduate with a concentration in education, or those who get into teaching 

by programs, come into the field of education with the mindset they will have a positive impact 

on student achievement triggered by student’s ability to behave and learn in a standard manner 

(Lapayese, Aldana, & Lara, 2014).  According to McMillian (2003), teachers place more 

emphasis on academic outcomes besides understanding that academic input controls the output, 
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so the treatment gap which focuses on the race comparative model is the suggested way to close 

the achievement gap.  Consequently, the unknowing of teacher’s ability to cope with the actions 

of African American male student’s cultural behaviors, leads to academic failure and teacher 

withdrawal. Indicating that the behaviors and emotions of African American males are 

misinterpreted and thus open up the process of special education referrals where students are 

placed in restricted environments despite of the least restricted environment law (Gardner et al., 

2014). 

Educational Leadership 

Administration plays a significant role in the contribution of Black males being 

overrepresented in special education, because they are responsible for closing the achievement 

gap that leads to disproportionality (Royle & Brown, 2014).  As the principal, one of the main 

responsibilities is to ensure that the school is equipped to operate with the necessary persons to 

ensure that identification and resources are available for students with special needs (Cooner, 

Tochterman, & Garrison-Wade, 2005).  Principals therefore take on the task of accurately 

planning professional development trainings that ensure teachers have the competencies needed 

to educate a diverse setting of students who need to learn despite their ethnic, social, or 

environmental issues that may create complications for learning (Pucella, 2014). O’Conner, 

Porowski, and Passa (2014) found that overrepresentation of Blacks in special education reflect 

leadership’s ability to understand the necessary components of the referral process.  Establishing 

core classroom cultures of the special education process, could affect teacher’s recommendations 

of Blacks into special education an alarming rate (O’Conner et al., 2014).  
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Insufficiency of Special Education Discernment  

In order to understand the components of education, principals must be equipped with the 

knowledge of how to guide campus administrators and teachers with the proper ways to manage 

diversity amongst the general and special education population (Brown, 2015).  The survey taken 

by the principals suggest that leaders have the ability to control the level of knowledge their staff 

has, but due to their lack of knowledge of the logistics of special education, the immersion of the 

correct practices are often vague (Harr-Robins, Song, Garet, & Danielson, 2015).  In fact, within 

the recent years of education, the dominance of the principal governing policies, discipline, other 

administrators, and staff has changed in a way that does not allow time for principals to 

understand all the necessary components of special education (Skiba et al., 2014).  Focuses of 

closing the achievement gap in order to meet criteria according to Skiba et al., is that it is 

controlled by the state's perspective of what is ideally highly effective.  

State Accountability  

In order for the federal government to reward principals based on the No Child Left 

Behind Act, principals rely on state test results to show growth for every student, even students 

with disabilities (McMillian, 2003).  Stressed by the fact that testing is the number one factor 

determining student growth, the lack of accountability of teachers, due to principal 

recommendations, depicted the lack of teacher knowledge (Viadero, 2005).  As suggested by 

Viadero, such lack of knowledge added to the referral and standard policies of special education 

being minimal in teacher understandings.  

Shown through the tremendous increase of Black students being referred to special 

education illustrated how the focus of principals’ is more on standardized testing oppose to 

ensuring teachers meet the basic needs of students’ comprehension (Viadero, 2005).  Therefore, 
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the disproportionate amount of African American males in special education for cultural reasons, 

typically go unrecognized (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2016).  Referrals and retention of special 

education is the way that student academic defects result from lack of special education 

knowledge (Zhang, Katsiyannis, Ju, & Roberts, 2014).  Consequently, principals should 

essentially understand that the increase of African American in special education is not going to 

reduce accordingly if teachers are unknowledgeable about how to educate students of a diverse 

background (Cartledge, 2005). 

The No Child Left Behind Act requires that leadership build success with stakeholders in 

order to grow students (McMillian, 2003).  Principals now focus on reaching standards by way 

of the Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) in order to show student growth inaccurately (Gosnell-

Lamb, O’Reilly, & Matt, 2013).  AYP does not separate disabled students from the nondisabled 

students suggested by Gosnell-Lamb, O’Reilly, and Matt, it however takes standardized 

assessment as the determining factor for which principals are able to receive federal dollars for in 

order to run an efficient school.  Hence the as to why the accountability is taken away from the 

IEP for disabled students (Gosnell-Lamb et al., 2013).   

Correspondingly, principals’ emphasis is placed on growth of data instead of curriculum 

and culture (Cartledge, 2005).  Such acts provided reasoning as to why teachers focus on data 

versus figuring out the underlining factor as to why students lack basic educational needs as they 

go from grade to grade (Vannest, Mahadevan, Mason, & Temple-Harvey, 2009).  Therefore, the 

ability to referee distracting students into special education, as implied by Vannest et al. (2009), 

is easier because of the time constraints of data driven learning environments that do not adhere 

to culture.    
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Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) requires that students by educated in 

environments that are integrated and least restricted in order to allow academic growth (Carson, 

2014).  For this reason, academic growth should be the basic element of principals for students 

with disabilities.  As suggested by Carson (2014), strong academic environments that reflect and 

translate into defined standardized test outcomes.  Defined academic standards fulfill needs that 

foster positive expectations for students with disabilities in least restricted environments as 

proposed by Eng (2015).  By principals establishing environments that facilitate learning and 

skill acquisition, teachers should be able to use the atmosphere to create possibilities for students 

to learn according to their needs (Eng, 2015).  

Principals lead their school in carrying out actions that improve special education 

services, so they should understand the pre-referral intervention process because it impacts the 

number of students being referred to special education, Black males in particular (Lawson et al., 

2002).  Also, principals lead with the concept that all students have the essential knowledge to 

learn, so emphasis is placed on organization, teaching, and curriculum to influence student 

growth oppose to the social justices that many teachers deal with.  Thus, by leading with this 

concept, principals have the understanding that if teachers lead classrooms as the “alpha” then 

they will have success in academic growth (Pinto et al., 2012).  In result many educators, who 

come through education programs, feel that they have the ability to “give back” by way of 

focusing on educational inequalities that principals feel is justifiable for student growth 

(Straubhaar & Gottfried, 2016). 

Transformational Leadership     

Leadership is a term used to describe the ability of one to foresee others in order to reach 

a certain goal.  James MacGregor Burns coined the term “transformational leadership” as one 
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that involves motivating followers in order to create leadership within them to reach a common 

goal (Hauserman & Stick, 2013).  In order to improve the state in which the school is in 

suggested by Hauserman and Stick, the principal advocates to have teachers aid in establishing 

the climate and culture of schools to ensure student achievement.  

Allen, Grigsby, and Peter (2015) implied that transformational leadership bases 

leadership styles on the possibility of closing the achievement gap by allowing teachers the 

ability to teach based on the characteristics.  The characteristics of teaching on will focus on 

academic achievement in engaging environments (Allen, Grigsby, & Peters, 2015). Hauserman 

and Stick (2013) added that transformational leadership can be viewed as one that produces 

effective disciplinarians that place students in control of their own success.  Emphasizing 

collaboration, transformational leaders distribute leadership in order to encourage leadership 

within staff (Hauserman & Stick, 2013). 

Avcı (2016) comparing transformational and transactional leadership and found that 

transformational leadership had a positive effect on the school and stakeholders because it 

supported teachers by allowing them to succeed in education and trainings.  Teachers were often 

motivated by the creative plans that they were able to be a part of when it came to make positive 

changes for educational gaps (Avcı, 2016).  Evident in high and low performing schools, 

transformational leadership allows teachers the opportunity to commit to change in order to 

showcase how learning influences student outcomes (Allen et al., 2015).  

With the NCLB Act placing more emphasis on student growth by looking at standardized 

test scores, the responsibilities that principals did not focus on now requires they reflect on 

growth of every student (Gosnell-Lamb, O’Reilly, & Matt, 2013).  It is suggested by Gosnell-

Lamb, O’Reilly, and Matt (2013), that principals understand the proper procedures to how to 
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avoid misidentification, particularly African American males, because misidentification can 

either limit or harm a student’s overall achievement.  When principals understand policies in 

detail, it is up to them to help devise an intervention plan that could decrease the low 

achievement of special education students (Gosnell-Lamb et al., 2013). 

Federal Policies 

In order to protect students in special education, federal polices reiterated how important 

it was to set high expectations for all students.  No Child Left Behind Act made it mandatory to 

simultaneously educate students with special needs with regular students (Alfaro, Kupczynski, & 

Mundy, 2015).  On the other hand, Every Student Succeeds Act give educational power to the 

state and local agencies (Sharp, 2016).  Both polices proposed general education to minorities 

which established instructional resources that would increase literacy amongst minorities (Johns 

& Kachel, 2017).  

No Child Left Behind Act 

In order to prepare student for the twenty first century, the No Child Left Behind Act 

proposed by Bush administration in 2001, sought to prepare students for the workforce (Lavery, 

2016).  According to the U.S. Department of Education (2001), the act did not discriminate 

against economic status, race, or gender.  No Child Left Behind Act stated that student 

achievement would be highly expected by all schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2001). 

Without affecting the learning environment, No Child Left Behind Act established standards to 

address poor achievement by granting schools incentives (Grissom, Nicholson-Crotty, & 

Harrington, 2014).  

The institutional environment under the No Child Left Behind Act placed more 

accountability on teachers involving student achievement (Grissom, Nicholson-Crotty, & 
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Harrington, 2014).  In fact, according to Grissom, Nicholson-Crotty, and Harrington (2014), 

teachers begin to see the goals as unattainable, so stress and burnout created tense learning 

environments.  Therefore, qualified teachers’ willingness to work in sanctioned districts and 

underperforming schools, in which a majority of African Americans attend, was limited (Wun, 

2014). Wun (2014) implied that underperforming schools and districts contain a large population 

of special education students who are African American, resulting in less rigorous education by 

qualified teachers. Consequently, teachers perceive special education students as those with 

issues that restrict learning because they require more attention (Alfaro, Kupczynski, & Mundy, 

2015). 

Despite the negative affect the No Child Left Behind Act had on teachers, it in fact forced 

administration to get more involved in the work around student achievement (Grissom et al., 

2014). Administrators had to take analysis of the data to understand the misconnection between 

curriculum and teachers (Grissmer, Ober, & Beekman, 2014). From the analysis of the data, 

administrators changed ineffective policies and/or continued effective policies, as implied by 

Grissmer et al. (2014). Financial expenditures also increased as administrators devised a more 

targeted organizational plan to meet the recommendations of the No Child Left Behind Act 

(Neely, 2015). 

Finally, parents’ inability to understand the major concepts of the No Child Left Behind 

Act, defeated the ultimate goal of the policies governing the No Child Left Behind Act (Lavery, 

2016).  By providing parents with the ability to transfer their children from chronically low 

performing schools to high performing schools, Lavery (2016) implied that parents had the 

ability to equalize their child’s education but lacked policy knowledge of how to do so.  No 

Child Left Behind Act required that schools who failed to meet student achievement goals, had 



 42 

 

 

 

to provide intervention services in order to give students more opportunities to achieve (Grissmer 

et al., 2014). Suggesting that parents of children receiving special education services, could 

request additional services. 

Every Student Succeeds Act 

Every Student Succeeds Act or ESSA is the current educational act signed by President 

Barack Obama (Sharp, 2016).  The national educational law replaces the criticized No Child Left 

Behind Act by placing emphasis on states to provide equal educational opportunities (Darrow, 

2016).  According to Darrow (2016), ESSA is the expansive federal education bill that will make 

students successful in college and careers. By measuring progress and promoting equity, ESSA 

will provide critical information for improving outcomes for all learners (USDE, 2017). Under 

ESSA, evidence-based interventions are to be put in place to address the needs of students and 

sub groups in order to provide meaningful differentiation (Sharp, 2016). 

The focus of the ESSA is to report students’ capabilities which are significant in 

monitoring students with disabilities (Darrow, 2016). By placing a one percent cap on students 

with disabilities who require alternate assessments, Darrow (2016) implied that teachers do not 

have a high accountability measurement when it comes to pass rate. This allows more 

opportunities to understand students’ needs by placing emphasis on increased collaboration, joint 

planning time, and other professional developments that provide specialized instruction on 

addressing the needs of all students (Johns & Kachel, 2017). Professional developments, in this 

case, are to ensure that minorities and other sub populations have teachers that understand 

practices on screening (Johns & Kachel, 2017).  Therefore, as implied by Johns and Kachel 

(2017), educational tools will be used appropriately when it comes to measuring student 

achievement.  
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However, the responsibilities of the Individualized with Disabilities Education Act still 

require that all students have their accommodations met when being assessed (Darrow, 2016).  In 

fact, to reduce bullying and harassment that disproportionately affects students with disabilities, 

Darrow stated that ESSA requires states to formulate a plan. The plan will reduce restraint, 

seclusion, suspensions, and expulsions of students with disabilities (Darrow, 2016). 

ESSA differs from the No Child Left Behind Act because it monitors not only the 

assessments for students with disabilities but requires that states put in time frame for which 

students who have disabilities improve (USDE, 2017). Making the recommendations of 

differentiating the curriculum according to students’ needs more strategic according to (USDE, 

2017). ESSA not only focuses on the student achievement for next level careers, but it also 

reduces teacher retention due to stress and burnout (Johns & Kachel, 2017).   

Theories 

 In order to understand the phenomenological narratives behind the perceptions of African 

American males who were successful despite being labeled as a special education student in the 

K-12 setting, the self-determination, critical race theory, and culturally relevant pedagogy theory 

were used.  The self-determination theory illustrated types of motivation and amotivation 

amongst individuals when it comes to determining behavior and well-being outcomes (Deci & 

Ryan, 2002). According to the researcher, individuals were influenced by internal factors that 

create intrinsic behaviors that drive success (Martin, 2012).  

 African American males in K-12 schools were relatively silenced from the educational 

community which lead to underachievement and disenfranchisement (Howard, 2008).  The 

Critical Race Theory according to Howard, established dialogue about race and racism that did 

not limit individuals’ experiences relevant to frustration and motivation.  Playing a significant 
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factor in equitable education, Critical Race Theory limited effectiveness in regard to 

marginalized student populations in education (Howard, 2008).   

 Furthermore, culturally relevant pedagogy emphasized how lessons that were geared 

towards social justice awareness, inspired students to focus on ways to better themselves within 

their community and in the future (Esposito & Swain, 2009). Esposito and Swain (2009) implied 

that sociopolitical consciousness acted as a change agent for positive identities that made 

minorities feel empowered.  By having the ability to acknowledge and accept who they were, 

students understood the benefits of being different which generated academic success (Brown-

Jeffy & Cooper, 2011).  

Self-Determination Theory 

Self-Determination theory (SDT) was proposed by Ryan and Deci to explain how inner 

motivation influences outward actions.  Based on four mini theories; causality orientation theory, 

Organismic Integration Theory (OIT), Cognitive Evaluation Theory (CET), and Basic Needs 

Theory; SDT focuses on behaviors volitional. From the four mini theories, researchers suggest 

three key components; competence, relatedness, and autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2000). According 

to Ryan and Deci (2000), these key components generate elemental needs that activate 

engagement.  Engagement that produces ownership for ones’ actions is the bases of how self-

determined one is to succeed past obstacles. 

To begin with, the three components; competence, relatedness, and autonomy, 

psychologically foster well-being and health.  Competence details how mastery in that it operates 

to control the outcome (Cokley, 2000).  Relatedness deals with the ability to care for others in a 

sense of basic interaction (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  Autonomy is the highlight of one’s own life 
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according to Ryan and Deci (2000), but it does not state that one does not need to be confined to 

themselves.    

Furthermore, the first theory relative to SDT is the Cognitive Evaluation Theory or CET.  

This theory is based on intrinsic motivations that creates a sense of ownership for ones’ actions 

(Ryan & Deci, 2000). Consisting of factors that concern one’s ego involvements, according to 

Ryan and Deci, this particular motivation involves competence and autonomy supports.  These 

two types of supports are critical in education because it takes belief in one’s self to achieve 

(Ryan & Deci, 2002). 

Secondly, there is the Organismic Integration Theory (OIT).  Concentrated upon extrinsic 

motivations, OIT factors in consequences that determines outcomes (Deci & Ryan, 1985). In 

fact, according to Deci and Ryan, OIT correlates with CET because the more extrinsic behaviors 

are contained the more autonomous behaviors will be displayed.  OIT highlights autonomous and 

relatedness due to its concern with social contexts (Deci & Ryan, 1985).   

Causality orientation theory or COT, deal with tendencies of another person that orientate 

towards the environment to control behavior (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  They are aspects that 

identify motivated behavior which can be internal or controlled externally (Martin, 2012).  To be 

autonomously engaged in therapeutic processes, an internal perceived locus of causality will 

integrate learning and behavior to change positively (Ryan & Deci, 2008). Likewise, rewards 

orientate impersonal and amotivated competence. 

Finally, Basic Psychological Needs Theory (BPNT) involves psychological needs that 

trigger health and well-being on all three components of SDT: autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2012).  BPNT is identified because the understanding is that basic 
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needs determine the life one lives.  This theory even contains cross development and cross-

culture (Ryan & Deci, 2000).    

Self-awareness, goal setting, problem solving, self-evaluation, and self-advocacy 

generated by Eisenman, are five characteristics SDT reacts on.  In fact, African American males 

that have personal motivation skills expressed by SDT, prove to have a significant relationship 

between risk and protection when it comes to academic achievement (Rowley & Bowman, 

2009).  Life skills of SDT foster the need of social acceptance particularly because these skills 

aid educational goals and growth (Baily & Bradbury-Bailey, 2006).   

Critical Race Theory 

Brown vs. Board of Education focused on desegregation and did not consider how other 

factors of racism in education would still exist to disconnect African American, males in 

particularly, from receiving a just education (Adkison-Bradley et al., 2006).  Therefore, African 

American males are often marginalized and kept mis-educated by being placed in special 

education programs that do not reference their cultural background (Lynn, Bacon, Totten, 

Bridges, & Jennings, 2010).   

To begin with, stemming from the civil rights movement, the Critical Race Theory (CRT) 

states that racism naturally occurs and showcases inequity of education towards African 

Americans (Ladson-Billings, 1998).  Racism in education exploits ethnicity and culture of 

African Americans in ways that damage educational structures (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001). Early 

education exploits according to Solorzano and Yosso (2001), affect primary and secondary 

education in order to illustrate the majority’s culture superiority towards the minority.   

Dixson and Rousseau (2005) implied that the CRT provided authorization of one to 

examine hostile unconstitutional environments as those that entice “colorblindness”.  
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Consequently, the environments do not foster the concept of race neutrality, but result in Blacks 

being unchallenged, underprivileged, and oppressed (Dixson & Rousseau, 2005).  CRT 

illuminates historically silenced racial discrimination of African American students by 

highlighting the disproportionate amount of African American males mislabeled and placed in 

special education (Howard, 2008). 

Next, in order to understand how educational policies, get affected by racism, the CRT 

addresses the social, political and historical implications identified by racial stereotyping in 

education (Wun, 2014).  Due to the lack of exposure, CRT is often overlooked when it comes to 

the unfair educational tactics that surrounds African American’s being educated.  American 

citizens that do not understand the common drawbacks affiliated with teacher competency and 

adequately resourced classrooms, cause a deficit in establishing CRT (Lynn, Bacon, Totten, 

Bridges, & Jennings, 2010).  Nonetheless, those who understand that implementing cultural 

teaching strategies into curriculum is relevant for African Americans and other culturally 

challenged learners, have formulated ways to reference cultural issues (Talpade & Talpade, 

2014).  By utilizing the CRT criteria to address concerns that unmask the undetected racial 

educational trauma that African American experience will strategically connect cultural beliefs 

and actions to standard educational practices to aid in halting African Americans being 

overrepresented in special education (McGee & Stovall, 2015).  

Furthermore, CRT, one of the many educational reforms born from the Civil Rights 

Movements, sought to help recognize racial concerns involving educational policy (Wun, 2014). 

Researchers of education backed the theory because the theory provided a platform of racial 

concerns that were often present in educational environments, but never discussed (Howard, 

2008).  As education post Brown vs. Board begin to get exposed, researchers exposed how racial 
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inequalities disregarded the legal policies that protected minorities.  The policies in education 

that address discipline, hierarchy, tracking, affirmative action, testing, and standard curriculum 

are educationally isolated and controlled, thus keeping African Americans below in achievement 

(Delgado & Stefancic, 2012).  

On the other hand, by examining key policy concerns, the CRT also effectively 

establishes the assumptions that racial groups identify with, to bring forth gaps critical in the 

educational system that consistently affect minorities (Teranishi, 2007).  Crenshaw (1995) 

addressed CRT by suggesting the when discrimination is added in as a component of 

opportunity, that the likelihood to advance is weaker because opportunities are fewer and 

disadvantaged.  Crenshaw also pointed out that when race is classified, it strategically streams 

the constitutional theory that violates equal protection because of the intentional government act 

that seeks to avoid making people racially-concise of social change. Therefore, as an informant 

about how the Court’s ruling respects race, the CRT conjointly brings affirmation of educational 

injustices by showcasing the experiences students received from teachers who did not show 

equality when it came to closing achievement gaps through education (Crenshaw, 1995). 

Persistent inequality experiences of African Americans in society placed them 

consistently in environments where subordination and super ordination commonly create a 

variety of interest that are racially influenced (Bonilla-Silva, 1997).  Black-White discourse of 

racism is important because it establishes multiple avenues that showcase the voices and 

experiences by shifting both parties’ dominance in opportunities (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001).  

Thus, embodying the reason for the existence for the CRT as noted by Solorzano and Yosso 

(2001). 
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Consequently, African American are disproportionately placed in special education in the 

categories of mental retardation, learning disabilities, and serious emotional disturbances 

(Howard, 2008). The overrepresentation of African American males in special education 

produces a higher dropout rate, expulsion, and higher suspension rates that alter student 

achievement and enrollment in regular educational programs (Lynn, Bacon, Totten, Bridges, & 

Jennings, 2010). According to McKenna (2013), the cultural differences of African American 

males tend to alter teacher perceptions that is commonly reflected in the referral process for 

Black males for special education.  For example, the mainstream cultural disconnect of African 

Americans in special education causes them to be placed in segregated settings that typically can 

cause them to experience challenges once out of school related to employment, education, and 

community living (Zhang, Katsiyannis, Ju, & Roberts, 2014).  Thus, supporting the idea of the 

critical race theorist stance that state's special education programs do not do what they are 

suggested to do, because they still do not produce quality education for African American males 

to achieve in the future (Kunjufu, 2011). 

Making up only 37% of the school-age student population, but 40% of those receiving 

special education services, African American males score significantly low on standardized test 

and are already considered low performing before the data gets disaggregated (Lynn, Bacon, 

Totten, Bridges, & Jennings, 2010).  Supporting the fact that Critical Race Theory is the 

perception of bias standardized test and lack of cultural exposure in the standard school system, 

Lynn, Bacon, Totten, Bridges, and Jennings (2010) implied that unresponsiveness is based on 

standardized test oppose to actual understanding of curriculum.   

African American males are less likely to identify with academics because of the 

negative perception that result from teacher bias and lack of culturally relevant material as 
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proposed by Cokley (2002).  Giving rise to academic misidentification that can alter self-esteem 

and cause students to act out in ways that do not meet standard school behaviors (Cokley, 2002).  

Poverty, which could aid in the possibility of academic misidentification, acts as a determining 

factor of low standard expectations (Zhang et al., 2014). Zhang et al. described poverty as a 

determinate for overrepresentation of African American males in special education due to limited 

or subjective unequal opportunity in education. Therefore, the fault resulted from discrimination 

in curriculum presented which possibility spearheaded eligibility discrimination (Zhang et al., 

2014).   

On the grounds of the critical race theory addressing the concerns about cultural 

influences in education, it provides a solution by suggesting cultural relevant pedagogy be used 

to drive instruction in order to reduce the amount of African American males’ disconnection with 

curriculum, which can aid in their placement in special education. The five tenets that the critical 

race theory acknowledge, which are; (1) racialized power; (2) the permanence or centrality of 

race; (3) counter storytelling as a legitimate critique of the master narrative; (4) interest 

convergence; and (5) critique of liberalism, brings attention to racism and challenges (Brown-

Jeffy & Cooper, 2011).  As suggested by Brown-Jeffy and Cooper, education is often masked by 

White supremacy, so culturally relevant pedagogy is essential in understanding the academic 

success of students because it illustrates mastery of content.   

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 

Culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP) is a research-based method used in teachers’ 

pedagogical standards to instruct marginalized students, by focusing on the student’s cultures as 

a way to increase student achievement (Rozansky, 2010).  CRP capitalizes on historical aspects 

of culture to close achievement gaps, and according to Gay, 
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Using the cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and performance 

styles of ethnically diverse student[s] to make learning encounters more relevant to and 

effective for them. It teaches to and through the strengths of these students. It is culturally 

validating and affirming. (2000, p. 29) 

Researchers who understand the necessary components of closing the achievement gap, 

suggest that CRP is a method through which they have found a connection between race, racism, 

and power (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 2011).  The connection amongst the three according to 

Brown-Jeffy and Cooper, implied that teachers have the ability to influence actions in the 

classroom by being effective facilitators.  Brown-Jeffy and Cooper suggested that teachers must 

facilitate in ways that are non-judgmental and inclusive to the various cultures students have.   

Durden, Escalante and Blitch (2015) suggested that teachers who use culturally relevant 

pedagogy methods, tend to have knowledge of best practices essential to instructing and learning 

of culturally and linguistically students.  By doing so teachers understand how critical it is for the 

learning environment to be one that showcases equity, justice and opportunity for the 

sociopolitical act of education to be successfully rigorous for all students (Durden, Escalante & 

Blitch, 2015).  Ladson-Billings (1995) found that when African American students are ethnically 

aware of what part education their culture is involved in, they tend to operate on a higher level of 

expectations because they understand the correlation between their heritage and education. 

As culturally responsive pedagogy includes practices that aid in understanding how to 

connect culture to academic, Gay (2000) suggested, “simultaneously develops, along with 

academic achievement, social consciousness and critique, cultural affirmation, competence and 

exchange; community building and personal connections; individual self-worth and abilities; and 

an ethic of caring” (p. 43).  On the other hand, CRP takes teacher student relationships into 
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consideration because of the way the social justice pedagogy is incorporated into the curriculum 

as well (Timmons-Brown & Warner, 2016).   

Timmons-Brown and Warner (2016) proved that by being able to generate high 

expectations for African American students, the process of racial and ethical concerns was on the 

brinks of being eliminated.  High expectations that correlated to race will provide students an 

equal opportunity (Timmons-Brown & Warner, 2016).   

Furthermore, culturally relevant pedagogy does not just focus on implementation of 

lessons to drive awareness of social justices by aiding students with the inspiration to want a 

better life for themselves in their community, but it generates a mind-set that is beyond 

superficial (Esposito & Swain, 2009).  Alternatively, according to Esposito and Swain’s analysis, 

culturally relevant pedagogy has three goals (as sited in Gutstein, 2003) suggested 1) a 

sociopolitical consciousness which deals with the symbiotic relationship between the social and 

political factors that affect society, 2) a sense of agency in regard to, freedom to act and to feel 

empowered, and 3) positive social and cultural identities. 

More so, when culturally relevant pedagogy is not placed into the curriculum, once 

African American boys reach high school, their achievement will be significantly lower than 

Whites and Asians (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 2011).  Making culturally relevant pedagogy defend 

the notion that teaching and learning environments should consistently acknowledge sensitivity 

to cultural nuances, integration of cultural experiences, and values.  By doing so, the emphasis 

will showcase home and community culture of the students (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 2011).  

Consequently, with the recognition of inequitable educational systems, culturally relevant 

pedagogy also denotes the multi-layered reality of teaching as one that has the potential to end 
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underestimation of academic achievements and potential of African American students 

(Rozansky, 2010).  

As far as implementation of cultural practices into classroom procedures, teachers must 

understand the necessary components that they will come to face as dialogue between them and 

their students will transform (Timmons-Brown & Warner, 2016).  Timmons-Brown and Warner 

went on to acknowledge other research analysis about culturally relevant pedagogy by noting 

that, researchers understand culturally relevant techniques as those that develop over time.  

Cultural relevant techniques are those that are experienced within the individual teachers’ 

method of teaching globally (Timmons-Brown & Warner, 2016).  

Other case studies suggested that new teachers in an urban setting adopted a culturally 

relevant approach by generating dialogue among teachers, students, and classmates (Price-

Dennis & Souto-Manning, 2011).  Price-Dennis and Souto-Manning implied that culturally 

relevant approaches aided in establishing personal relationships and developing a sense of 

community in the classroom. Together, the dialogue, relationships, and sense of community 

created in the classroom allow teachers the space to address issues of injustice as well as improve 

the contexts in which students learn classroom material (Price-Dennis & Souto-Manning, 2011).  

Nonetheless, teachers often found that incorporating all three components of CRP; setting 

high expectations, developing cultural competence, and creating social justice awareness, was 

challenging for teachers (Young, 2010). As a result, approaches to implementing CRP too often 

appeared as limited and simplistic factors that were often undone (Sleeter, 2012). Generally 

speaking, there are several concerns about the successful implementation of CRP in classrooms. 

In order to develop curriculum that fits the mold of culturally relevant pedagogy, teachers 

must be able to understand what it means to teach globally based on the students’ everyday 
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experience in order to deconstruct knowledge (Timmons-Brown & Warner, 2016).  When 

teachers apply culturally relevant pedagogy, they can empower students of color by connecting 

their outside lives to their school lives in order to make things coherent (Gay, 2000). In the 

course of less culturally relevant pedagogy being present in the curriculum, students will be 

subjected to the stereotypes that some curriculum currently have (Esposito & Swain, 2009).  For 

example, biases textbooks, literature, and other forms of media address what African Americans 

are to act and look like, which conflicts with what African Americans do and how they act (Gay, 

2000). 

Esposito and Swain (2009) illustrated how important culture is relevant in education by 

making note of how interests of the dominant class promote perpetuating social reproduction 

which aid in eradication of inequalities.  Therefore, culturally relevant pedagogy provides 

strategic alternative mode of teaching that helps schools expand educational goals beyond the 

traditional European way of educating (Esposito & Swain, 2009). Increased culturally relevant 

pedagogy should be evident in metacognitive strategies and critical literacy to emphasize high 

expectations connected to students’ cultures (Rozansky, 2010).  In doing so teachers examine 

social identities brought by children, and at the same time engage in a critical reflection of 

themselves to understand their own ideological stance (Durden, Escalante, & Blitch, 2015).  

Despite the fact that education pedagogy is still not decolonized, the stress of culturally relevant 

pedagogy allows the oppressed to engage in educational practices that develops consciousness 

for their liberation (Tejeda, Espinoza, & Gutierrez, 2003).  Tejeda, Espinoza, and Gutierrez 

(2003) implied that culturally relevant pedagogy is a way that allows African Americans and 

other cultures the opportunity to learn based on their needs educationally.  In fact, African 
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American males benefit from this particular type of teaching because it can lead to less referrals 

for special education (Esposito & Swain, 2009).   

African American Males 

To begin with, African American males, who are often viewed as those who have 

continuous discipline issue, are perceived to have academic deficits which categorize them as of 

low achievers (Hartley & Sutton, 2013).  Due to lack of misunderstanding of their actions, 

teachers, not commonly of the same race, do not often provide a significant amount of support or 

assistance for African American males because they have low expectations and do not 

understand their actions (James, 2012). Racial profiling, according to James, by teachers and 

administrators, trickle over into the classroom and affect the way teachers’ rate achievement. 

“Even at school teachers treat you differently.... Like if you’re a Black kid walking through the 

hallway . . . they’re expecting you to cause trouble or be bad” (James & Taylor, 2010, p. 127). 

More so, community risk factors have the ability to influence African American males’ 

academic achievement (Madyun & Lee, 2010). Madyun and Lee’s (2010) also found that 

neighborhood crime could be negatively associated with academic achievement because it 

factored in with emotional and behavioral concerns.  When African American males grow up in 

low socioeconomic areas, those areas tend to view education differently, so they enter school 

with fewer school-related skills (Gardner, Lopes, & Council, 2014). However, Gaston (1986) 

who agreed that African American males can be negatively affected by their community, 

suggested that it is the responsibility of the community to remove the negative stigma of African 

American males and not the school.  

Community influences played a significant influence in culture and education in that it 

has the ability to aid in the miseducation of African American males (Noguera, 2003).  Noguera 
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stated that academic achievement of African American males was shaped by culture, which 

suggested that culture provides rationale and motivation for behavior.  Governmental policy or 

opportunities can override cultural change due to the fact culture involves a learned behavior that 

does not recognize standards (Noguera, 2003).  For example, as stated earlier, culturally based 

behavior of African American males may showcase them as having a nonchalant attitude which 

can come off to educators negatively (Gardner, Lopes, & Council, 2014).  The attitude that 

teachers sense as negative, does not reflect African American males view of school, however, 

according to Gardner, Lopes, and Council (2014), instead it is just an important part of African 

American males’ street persona that they exhibit for numerous reasons.  

Self-Image 

By interacting with other African Americans, African American males will strengthen 

their academic abilities which correlates to positive self-esteem (Martin, Martin, Gibson, & 

Wilkins, 2007).  By having academic success early in their academic career, African America 

males tend to have a higher self-esteem throughout their schooling (Kenyatta, 2012).  In fact, 

achievement of African American males can also result from single-sex schooling because they 

provide positive sex-role attitudes and self-esteem (Terry Sr, Flennaugh, Blackmon, & Howard, 

2014). 

In a study by Justice, Lindsey, and Morrow (2014), focusing on the relation of self-

perception and achievement among Black preschoolers, self-concept and self-esteem correlated 

significantly with achievement. Moreover, their findings revealed this relationship emerges early 

in a child’s academic career. In support of this research, Witherspoon, Speight, and Thomas 

(1997), found a linear relationship between self-esteem and academic self-concept. “As self-

esteem increased, so did academic self-concept; likewise, as self-esteem decreased, so did 
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academic self-concept” (Witherspoon, Speight, & Thomas, 1997, p. 353). So, if problems of 

poor morals and attitudes exist, then the achievement gap is said to widen because the self-

reflection is based off of negativity (Guy, 2014). African American males’ self-concept is tied to 

life’s controlled and uncontrolled multitude factors of identity maps that reflect in African 

American males’ academics (Howard, Douglas, & Warren, 2016).  Additionally, school efficacy 

for African American males can produce achievement because positive self-concept is provided 

by the faculty/teachers who show positive interactions towards them (Warren, 2013). 

Consequently, despite the fact that low self-esteem what not significantly connected to low-

socioeconomic status, it still was connected to low academic achievement because African 

American males tend to long for acceptance of their peers first (Cokley, 2000). 

Furthermore, when student is placed in special education programs, they tend to lose self-

esteem due to the fact they do not feel like they belong (Williams, 2007). According to Williams 

(2007), students placed in special education environments are mentally destroyed because special 

education environments students tend to lose their self-esteem because they are told they cannot 

succeed, and they never seem to recover (Williams, 2007). Significantly, Williams saw this 

statement as one that mirrored prior states that suggest African American males who are place in 

special education programs act out negatively, which deteriorates their academic achievement. 

Next, when it comes to self-perception, African American males tend to automatically be 

seen socially as negative, so their self-perception of themselves tend to be negative as well 

(McKenna, 2013). According to McKenna (2013), African American students are perceived by 

some educators to become court affiliated in their lifetime.  So often verbal and nonverbal 

messages from educators are understood, resulting in African American students’ negative 

behavior and self-perceptions that relate to academic difficulties (McKenna, 2013).  In fact, 
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African American male’s self-perception is a negative stereotype that compromise self-esteem 

and belief in self and their learning process, so engaging in behaviors that are resistant towards 

school (Parson & Kritsonis, 2006).  

In conclusion, poor academic skills can consequently lead to special education, in which 

African Americans are currently leading in (Gardner et al., 2014). Moreover, when African 

American males have a sense of purpose, they tend to aim for achievement because their self-

perception has the ability to overtake self-behavior which can result in minimization of 

overrepresentation in special education (Kafele, 2012).  Most importantly, teachers should limit 

their focus of non-academic factors and question practices that do not allow them to understand 

the culture of students that result in misidentification or over identification, due to misinterpreted 

skill deficits that come from self-image (McKenna, 2013).  

Mentors 

Mentoring programs can positively influence academic and behavioral concerns that 

possibly affect students at risk (Burrell, Wood, Pikes, & Holliday, 2001).  Reason for such, is 

due to the fact that mentorship programs have the ability to sever as the surrogates for students 

lacking guardianship of those with the same interest.  Mentoring therefore, can be describe as a 

program that offers alternative resources for others based on interest and needs (Moore, 

Adedoyin, Brooks, Robinson, Harmon, & Boamah, 2017).   

According to Moore, Adedoyin, Brooks, Robinson, Harmon, and Boamah (2017), 

African American males who are mentored tend have limited access to problematic 

environmental constraints due to established high expectations from their mentors.  By aiding in 

healthy psychological development, mentors often guide mentees on how to be responsible for 

taking proficient steps for reaching their goals (Gordon, Iwamoto, Ward, Potts, & Boyd, 2009). 
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Effective mentoring according to Obama (2008), offers strong supports systems that 

create channels for others to move through despite the challenges they may experience. Hence, 

mentoring programs for African American males can foster positive outlooks on education, 

which then in fact produces the desire to aim higher academically (Blackwell, 1989).     

By being mentored, the disproportionate achievement gap affecting African American 

males, can slightly decrease due to the positive impact mentors address concerning at risk 

behaviors (Wyatt, 2009). Recently, Kinloch, Burkhard, and Penn (2017) suggested that 

mentoring has the ability to appeal to the emotional side of African America males.  In doing so, 

the school-to-prison pipeline, increasing drop-out and push-out rates that impact high school–

aged African American males can be minimized due to the interest of goal recognition that 

mentors provide (Kinloch, et al., 2017).  Suggesting that intervention by mentoring has the 

potential to addressee social and academic needs of disenfranchised African American males by 

acknowledging short and long-term goals (DuBois, Portillo, Rhodes, Silverthorn, & Valentine, 

2011; Mentor, 2006; Osborne, 1999; Spradley, 2017; Stinson, 2006). 

African American Mothers Figures 

Mothers or those showcasing a mother like figure play a significant role in the lives of 

African American males.  According to research, the African American mother develops both 

the manhood and masculinity of African American males (Lawson Bush, 2004).  African 

American mothers have ability to often dictate the foundation of the African American home 

because they participate simultaneously in the economic, educational, and moral roles of the 

family (Carothers, 1998). According to Carothers, African American mothers control the social 

and domestic relations that children have, which naturally translates into authoritative behavior 

children have with peers.   
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As the forefront of the family; African American mothers have a great influence on their 

child’s academic achievement (Noble & Morton, 2013).  The reason for such academic success 

according to Bowman, Prelow and Weaver (2007), could be due to the protective factors against 

delinquent behaviors African American mothers demonstrate and expect.  With the elimination 

of delinquent behavior of African American children, research suggested that African American 

males react positively academically and socially (Bowman et al., 2007; Hrabowski III, Maton, & 

Greif, 1998).   

In contrast however, Bean (2013) found that external behaviors of African American 

children, were not affected by the presence of their mother. Suggesting that African American 

mothers tend to be receptive and understanding about their child’s behavior.  In fact, African 

American mothers for example, such acceptance may lead them to want to refer their children to 

receive help or treatment academically from special education services (Bean, 2013).   

African Americans in Special Education   

Although Brown vs. Board sought to end segregation by desegregating schools, it in fact 

ended up causing segregation within schools by creating African Americans males’ reference in 

to special education (Gardner et al., 2014).  Likewise, the rate of enrollment in general education 

for African American males in education is lower than special education (Dunn, 1968).  With 

special education placement corresponding with student achievement, Dunn suggested that 

African American males are amongst the lowest when it comes to achievement because of such 

placement. In fact, African American males make up 21% of those receiving special education, 

but only make up for 16% of general education (Codrington & Fairchild, 2012).  

Furthermore, African American students between the ages of six and 21 are 2.08 and 2.22 

times likely to be served under IDEA for students categorized as being emotional disturbed and 
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having intellectual disabilities, as a consequence, they are, as in the past, still more likely to be 

placed in special education in all other racial/ethnic groups combined (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2016).  Consistent with the achievement gap widening, the U.S. Department of 

Education (2016) also showed that the risk ratio for Black or African American students 6 to 21 

is also larger than other racial/ethnic groups (see Table 1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1 

Number of students’ ages 6 through 21 served under IDEA Risk Index: Fall 2014 

 

Race/ethnicity State Child 

count 

Resident 

population ages 

6 through 21 

Risk index 

(%) 

 

Risk index for all 

other 

racial/ethnic 

groups combined 

(%) 

Risk Ratio 

Total 

  

American Indian or 

Alaska Native 

  

Asian 

  

Black or African 

American 

  

Hispanic/Latino 

  

Native Hawaiian or 

Other Pacific 

Islander 

  

White 

  

Two or more races 

5,825,505 

 

83,772 

 

 

135,332 

 

 

1,097,252 

 

1,359,140 

 

17,873 

 

 

 

2,954,0321 

 

78,104 

67,039,493 

 

577,849 

 

 

3,218,227 

 

 

9,456,868 

 

15,532,699 

 

129,903 

 

 

 

35,773,300 

 

2,350,647 

  

8.7 

 

14.5 

 

 

4.2 

 

 

11.6 

 

8.8 

 

13.8 

 

 

 

8.3 

 

7.6 

† 

  

8.6 

  

  

8.9 

  

  

8.2 

  

8.7 

  

8.7 

  

  

  

9.2 

  

8.7 

  

† 

 

1.7 

 

 

0.5 

 

 

1.4 

 

1.0 

 

1.6 

 

 

0.9 

0.9 

Note: aChildren ages 6 through 21 served under IDEA. b Risk index is the percentage population served.   cRisk ratio 

compares the proportion of a particular racial/ethnic group served vs. proportion served among the other 

racial/ethnic groups combined SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, ED Facts Data Warehouse 
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However, the negative perception that administrators and teachers tend to display toward 

African American males could be apparent to the disproportionate amount to African Americans 

in special education (Khalifa & Briscoe, 2015). Being that the national teacher population 

majority are White Americans, disconnection could be culturally according to Khalifa and 

Briscoe.  Therefore, the disconnection adds to the risk index of African Americans being 

significantly higher than White Americans (Khalifa & Briscoe, 2015).  Most importantly, 

African American males can be mislabeled due to what is seen as irrational behavior by teachers 

and administrators (Gardner et al., 2014).  

Misidentification  

The probability of a child being inappropriately misidentified or misclassified when it 

comes to special education categorization can be related to the child’s race and ethnicity.  

Misidentification of African American males can place them in a state of underachievement and 

cause negative future endeavors such as; dropping out of school, limited postsecondary 

opportunities, and low paying jobs, which impacts communities (Gardner, Lopes, & Council, 

2014).  African American males are highly likely to be categorized as being emotional disturbed, 

have intellectual disorder, or for mental retardation (Codrington & Fairchild, 2012). 

The recent U.S. Department of Education (2016) reported that the risk ratio for African 

American males are significantly higher than other ethnics, which then places them at high risk 

for special education placement.  Likewise, the U.S. Department of Education also reported that 

African American males are twice as likely as whites and American Indians/Alaskan natives to 

be identified for the mental retardation category, emotional disturbance, and intellectual 

disabilities.   
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However, the report did not provide evidence of a major difference in the learning 

disabilities category (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). Consequently, according to the U.S. 

Department of Education (2016), the overrepresentation of African American males varies from 

state to state due to state expectations and how they hold teachers accountable.  All the same, the 

low incidence categories for African American males show not consistency when it comes to 

overrepresentation (U.S. Department of Education, 2016).  

The services and structures of students who are labeled for special education services, 

receive the label in order to gain access for services based on their skills and competency, 

suggested by Harry.  Individuals with Disabilities Education Act is responsible for providing 

evidenced-based practices according to their disabilities, so when students are misdiagnosed, 

they do not receive proper treatment (Harry, 1994). In fact, researchers Gold and Richard (2012) 

reported that when mislabeling occurs, it occurs because it is based on behavioral and/or physical 

characteristics observed or identified in students’ actions and descriptors.  The descriptors do not 

take into considerations the students’ personal endeavors at that moment diagnosis (Richard & 

Gold, 2012).  

Howard Becker’s (1963) labeling theory asserted that labels have the ability to influence 

the perceptions of both the individual and other members of society. Consequently, even before 

the labels are applied, majority members of a society, European Americans/Whites in the United 

States, have decided that certain behaviors are unacceptable (Becker, 1963). Therefore, outside 

societal, majority norms, behaviors of minorities are considered to be those that are deviants or 

criminal.  

As a consequence, the labeler is placed in a space in which they have to address the 

concerns that come with bias, prejudices, and stereotypes from labeling because they are basing 
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their labels off of the European norm and not the actual norm (Gold & Richards, 2012).  In fact, 

African Americans are concerned, as Gold and Richard suggested, as those who have language 

and dialects substandard.  Hence giving rise to the perception that specialized instruction must be 

provided to bring them into the norm.  Specialized instruction in such cases are specialized 

education placements that alter basic foundational needs or generate misidentification labels 

(Gold & Richards, 2012).  

Reinforced by negativity; the referral, assessment, eligibility, and placement process are 

still biased because there is no automatic norm for a society with various cultures (Gold & 

Richards, 2012). Negativity, as Gold and Richards implied, ensures possibilities of hindrance 

towards African American students when it comes to succeeding academically. 

On the other hand, successful academic gains upon graduation, according to Zhang and 

Katsiyannis (2002), are at risk when African American students are placed in special education. 

As a result of restricted placement, limited opportunities for postsecondary education and 

employment are significantly lower than those who are considered to be a part of the norm 

(Zhang & Katsiyannis, 2002).  Reasons for not being considered as a part of the norm could be 

due African Americans being placed in self-contained special education settings that subject to 

being socially awkward (Zhang & Katsiyannis, 2002). 

Next, culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) students, specifically African 

Americans, suffer the consequences of the achievement gap created by special education services 

(Artiles, Kozleski, Trent, Osher, & Ortiz, 2010).  According to Artiles et al., when there is a 

large number of students in special education exceeding the general population of students, the 

students are considered disproportionate because the numbers for the two categories are 

dramatically different.  For example, African Americans are disproportionately represented in 
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the category of Emotional Disorder (ED) when they are compared to other ethnical groups 

(Harris-Murri, King, & Rostenberg, 2006). In consequence, CLD students who are identified and 

referred to the special education program have questionable validations that follow (Chu, 2011).  

Apart from CLD, disproportionate representation of African American males can include; 

institutional inequalities, racial biases, incorrect diagnoses, language differences, and poverty 

(Artiles et al., 2010). 

Furthermore, in efforts to explain the overrepresentation of African American of special 

education, IDEA sought to enforce referral regulations by requiring states to use systems that 

were not bias (Adkison-Bradley, Johnson, Rawls, & Plunkett, 2006). In order to limit African 

American males placed in special education, the referral patterns and cumulative effects should 

focus on instructional practices that allow educators to understand the various cultures and 

learning patterns of African American males (Simmons-Reed & Cartledge, 2014).    

Application of cultural influenced practices can contribute to the minimizing the 

overrepresentation of African American males in special education.  For example, Texas has 

instituted a Response to Intervention (RTI) process that addresses; high-quality instruction and 

scientific, researched-based, and tiered intervention strategies aligned with individual student 

need (Fuller & Shaw, 2011).  According to Fuller and Shaw (2011), with this particular type of 

intervention plan, evaluation will result from results-based academic or behavioral decisions that 

allow teachers to implement sound instructional practices to all students.  In the event that 

students do not respond accordingly to the intervention, then educators will proceed to the next 

tier to understand the learning issues that students face until they understand how they retain 

information (Fuller & Shaw, 2011). 
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Finally, when African American girls are compared to African American males, African 

American males till surpass African American females, still making them the dominate ethic and 

gender group receiving special education services (Artiles et al., 2010).  African American males 

who are mostly taught by White females, face disciplinary challenges that researchers suggest 

lead to special education referrals (Thomas & Stevenson, 2009).  Despite the fact that students 

may face challenges in one class, Kunjufu (2011) suggested that the student may not have the 

same challenge in another class, so understanding the child as a whole is important. In ensuring 

that culturally responsive and inclusive practices are put into place according to all students 

learning styles, educators should demonstrate a more accurate referral process is able to target 

students more accurately (Thomas & Stevenson, 2009).   

Summary and Organization of the Study 

In Chapter II, the literature reviewed was about: (a) introduction of the purpose; (b) 

history of segregation; (c) history of special education; (d) special education perspectives; (e) 

educational leadership; (f) theories related to African American males in special education; (g) 

African American males’ perspectives; and (h) summary.  In Chapter III, the researcher 

described the methodology used in this study, which includes research design, participants, 

context and setting, instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis.  Chapters IV included an 

analysis of the findings from the interviews.  Chapter V included the summary, conclusion, 

implications and recommendations for future studies. 
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Chapter III 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this phenomenological narrative was to understand the experiences of 

successful African American males who were identified as special education students while in 

the K-12 setting. For this study, successful African American males were defined as those who 

completed and graduated from a post-secondary institution. This chapter includes the following 

components:  purpose statement and research questions, research design, population, data, 

collection, treatment of the data, provisions of trustworthiness, epoche, and the summary. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological narrative was to understand the experiences of 

successful African American males who were identified as special education students while in 

the K-12 setting.  Gaston (1986) suggested that when African American males are deprived of 

standard education, they become socially incapable of being economically sufficient.  Reason for 

deprivation of standardized education is partially due to African American males being labeled 

for special education which lacks the ability to nurture, support, or protect in school (Noguera, 

2003).  Therefore, researchers stated that in order to surpass the stereotype associated with 

underachievement, African American students would often detach themselves from negative 

self-concepts (Cokley, 2002). 

Research Design 

This study examined the voice of various African American males who were formally a 

part of the special education program.  For this qualitative study, the researcher chose to use 

phenomenological narrative approach.  The universal objective of this approach was to acquire 

an understanding of African American male’s influences of being a part of a culture that is 
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commonly over-identified and over-represented in special education.  Polkinghorne (2005) 

suggested that qualitative data be gathered in the form of interviews, documents or observations. 

Circumstances of the phenomenology study focused on the participants experiences as a 

past special education student.  As a narrative research, the stories of these African American 

males were about a shared phenomenon (Creswell, 2013).  According to Creswell (2013), to go 

into full detail about the experiences of the African American males, interviews will provide an 

accurate amount of information for performing phenomenological research studies.  The 

narrative inquiry was designed to understand the perceptions of past African American students 

who went to school as a special education student. 

The following research questions guided this phenomenological narrative study:  

1. What supports were given to former special education African American males while 

pursuing a college degree? 

2. What post-secondary education challenges were encountered by African American 

males who were identified as special education students? 

3. What advice could be given to other African American males identified as special 

education students who aspire to attend post-secondary institution? 

Context and Setting 

The setting for the study was based on the location of the participants.  Participants were 

in three southern states in the United States. Located in Alabama, Texas, and Mississippi, 

participants were once a part of the education system or worked within the education system 

where they interviewed.  According to the U.S. Department of Education (2016), each state is 

responsible for generating a State Performance Plan the will describe procedures to address the 

general and special education population in which participants were from.  
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To begin with, Texas has at least 26 million people, and at least 5 million students 

enrolled in public school.  Amongst the 9,000 campuses, 450,000 students are receiving special 

education services in Texas (Texas Education Agency, n.d.).  According to TEA, the State 

Performance Plan of Texas implies that district will self-assess their special education program 

to address disproportionate representation by monitoring factors for referrals into special 

education programs.  

Next, Alabama has approximately 700,000 students enrolled in public school.  Of all the 

students in Alabama, 84, 280 of those students are enrolled in the special education program. 

Amongst the 93 percent of students receiving free and reduced lunch, fourteen percent are in the 

special education program (Alabama State Department of Education, n.d.).  Consequently, the 

Alabama federal data reports imply that African Americans make up 38 percent of students in 

special education.  

Finally, ranked 46 nationally in education; Mississippi has a population of nearly three 

million people.  With nearly 500,000 students enrolled in school, it has the highest African 

American population of the three states (MDE Home, n.d.).  According to the Mississippi 

Education Report (n.d.), 49% of the students in special education are males. 

Participants 

The participants were purposefully selected based on a snowball effect and included six 

African American males who were once a part of the special education program.  Participants for 

the study were of African American ethnicity.  Selected between three states within the United 

States; Texas, Mississippi, and Alabama, the past special education students were chosen based 

on their experiences of being educated under the special education program.  The African 

American males were eligible to participate in the study if they completed a post-secondary 
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institution where they have earned a bachelor’s degree.  Being successful means, they have had 

successes in their careers. 

The snowball effect is a recommendation of participates by those who are participating or 

those that are well-situated (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 2007).  According to Gall et al., each 

recommendation may in fact generate more a significant number of samples that are highly 

creditable. From the samples, the researcher did not generate additional questions to value to the 

research.  

Table 2 

Participants Characteristics 

Participants Special 

Education 

Disability 

Special 

Education Year 

of Disability 

Highest Level of 

Education 

Current Job 

Participant A Intellectual 

Disability 

High School Doctorate College 

President 

Participant B Dyslexia Middle School Masters Politician/ 

Police Officer 

Participant C Dyslexia Elementary Masters     Book Writer 

Participant D Learning 

Disability 

Middle School Bachelors     Teacher 

Participant E Emotional 

Disturbed 

Middle School Bachelors     Life Coach 

Participant F Attention 

Deficit 

Disorder 

High School Doctorate     Professor 

Note: The participants components listed for each volunteer participant are characteristics of the 

research study. 

Instrumentation 

The instrumentation refers to the instruments the researcher used to gather accurate data.  

(Lunenburg & Irby, 2008).  Therefore, the instruments in this phenomenological narrative study 

were interviews guided by open-ended questions. By understanding the background components 

of education and special education, the literature emphasis the African American males’ 

character in the United States.  The instrument that aligned with the purpose of the study is based 
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on the self-determination theory (SDT), proposed by Ryan and Deci to explain how inner 

motivation influences outward actions.  The four mini theories; causality orientation theory, 

organismic integration theory (OIT), cognitive evaluation theory (CET), and basic needs theory, 

highlight three key components; competence, relatedness, and autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  

To understand the perceptions of African American males, the questionnaire was based on the 

literature regarding the African American males understanding within society.  The participants 

in the study were African American males who have been identified as successful in their 

educational journey.  The instruments for the study were also based on the concepts of Critical 

Race theory and Cultural Relevant Pedagogy.  Understanding the supports for African American 

males as they attended undergraduate institutions also aided in completion of the questionnaire.   

The interview questions developed and utilized by the researcher for the study were 

based on the guided protocol that reflected the three main research questions.  The questionnaire 

consisted of nine questions.  The three parts were: Part I- Supports, Part II- Challenges, and Part 

III- Advice.  Part I includes understanding what factors were instrumental in the success of 

African American males who were identified and placed under the special education program.  

Family, teachers, and additional supports set the tone for defining success; thus, the interactions 

of each constructs the foundation.  Part II consist of challenges African American males 

experienced in the K-12 setting which potentially shaped their college experience. Finally, part 

III suggests future advice for African American males who currently have been labeled.  

Suggesting that post-secondary organizations could have added the extra support for completion.  

Also implying how mislabeling can be altered by other motivational stimulators when it comes 

to success.    
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Data Collection 

Approval from the university Institutional Research Board (IRB) was received prior to 

contacting the potential participates for the study.  African American males who were in the 

special education K-12 setting that received a post-secondary degree. The completed guided 

protocol was submitted to the Houston Baptist University Institutional Review Board to obtain 

approval to conduct the study.  The primary data collection method for the study was an 

interview conducted by skype and phone interviews.  The task of the researcher was to get the 

perspectives of successful African American males by using open-ended questions that were 

focused on personal experiences (Creswell, 2013).   

Ethical considerations for the study included concealing the identities of the participants 

and obtaining their permission.  The consent form was included with the survey so that each 

participant understood the expectations before responding to the questions.  African American 

male participates were informed that their responses will be kept for a minimum of six months 

after completion of the survey, and then destroyed.    

Data were collected through an open-ended interview questions that allow participants to 

orally expand on their perceptions of being labeled as a student receiving special education 

services in the K-12 setting.  By using the guided protocol created, the researcher understood 

how African American males perceive being a part of overidentification and over-assignment of 

African Americans males in special education.  The responses brought awareness to this 

phenomenon of unequal and biases in education.   

The oral responses came from six African American male participants who have 

successfully completed post-secondary education.  The participants were notified by the 
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researcher by email and/or phone and invited to participate in the study.  The participants were 

asked 12 questions that related to their personal experiences.   

In addition to the African American males’ personal experiences, the researcher 

established a more personal relationship to enhance data collection if applicable.  Each interview 

lasted for approximately one hour, and any additional time was approved by the participant.   

Provision for Trustworthiness 

Amankwaa (2016) emphasized the validity of qualitative research by identifying ways 

that make research concrete and clear.  As the qualitative researcher organized data based on 

emergent themes, perceptions of African American males were identified. The connections of the 

study demonstrated the rigor of the qualitative study (Amankwaa, 2016).  For participants to 

expect privacy and confidentiality, qualitative researchers often emphasize standard ethical 

procedures (Baez, 2002).  Additionally, Baez implied that informed consent allows the 

researcher to legally publish information. In using coding, the researcher assures that credibility, 

fittingness, auditability, and confirmability are maintained to guarantee confidentiality and 

trustworthiness of participants’ responses.   

Researcher Bias  

Researchers must be clear about their biases to eliminate errors that will be traceable to 

personal perceptions and experiences (Gall et al., 2007).  Therefore, it was important that the 

researcher avoid using stereotypical analysis in conducting research.  Reflexivity in qualitative 

research suggest researchers focus on how the research will provide useful information based on 

cultural experiences (Creswell, 2013).  The researcher was a middle school teacher who 

instructed African American students. Therefore, the researcher was cautious in imbedding her 

personal encounters with current African American male students in special education into the 
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responses of the participants.  Therefore, audiotaping of African American male participants 

during the interview was important.  Important in a sense it allowed the responses of the 

participants to be transcribed verbatim.   

By reviewing the responses of the participants, the researcher was able to analyze the 

qualitative data to provide insight into the African American male’s perceptions.  The researcher 

was open-minded when gathering data for the study by putting personal biases aside.  By 

eliminating personal experiences and observations of African American males currently in 

special education, the researcher effectively lowered the level of biases and influences on the 

participants. 

Data Analysis 

This section included the data collected through interviews of the participants and 

literature.  The African American males’ responses to the interview questions were analyzed to 

address the three research questions to determine perceptions of African American males once in 

the K-12 special education setting.  In addition, the researcher identified participants’ perceptions 

regarding other potential factors they believe influenced their educational placement in special 

education and motivational needs to become successful.  The open-ended responses to the survey 

were placed into three categories according to the guided protocol in a Microsoft Office Word 

document, printed, and reviewed by the researcher.  According to Creswell (2013), by using 

coding to connect the themes and display the data graphically in a narrative; data analysis of the 

research must include preparing and configuring the data.  Upon transcribing each interview, the 

researcher accurately analyzed data collected through the interviews conducted.  Clusters of 

significance statements and quotes were organized into themes.  Perspectives of African 
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American males who were once a part of the special education program identified ways they felt 

they were ostracized for being different and how they overcame the stereotypes.    

Therefore, common themes to determine which data was re-categorized and resorted to 

understand the perspectives of the African American male’s determinants to be successful.  

According to Creswell (2013), analysis is beyond generalizing a study in that it provides 

meaning of learned issues about unusual situations.   

Summary and Organization of the Study 

The purpose of this chapter was to present detailed information regarding the design of 

this phenomenological narrative to investigating the perspectives of African American males.  

The purposeful participants were African American males who were once of the special 

education K-12 setting but completed a post-secondary education.  The instrumentation section 

of this chapter describes the open-ended interview questions participates would be asked.  Data 

collection and analysis procedures were based on the open-ended responses of the African 

American males.  Chapters IV includes an analysis of the findings from the interviews.  Chapter 

V will include the summary, conclusion, implications and recommendations for future studies. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this phenomenological narrative was to understand the experiences of 

successful African American males who were identified as special education students while in 

the K-12 setting.  For this study, successful African American males are defined as those who 

completed and graduated from a post-secondary institution.  The alarming rate of African 

American males being overrepresented in special education could correlate with of low academic 

performance, social acceptance, and future career growth.  To understand how African American 

males were over-represented and mislabeled, the focus is on racial, biases, stereotypes, and 

cultural influences that influence special education decisions.  This study gave voice to six 

African American males who were successful as students were special education student per the 

status quo.  The research questions used to better understand the phenomenon were: 

1. What supports were given to former special education African American males while 

pursuing a college degree? 

2. What post-secondary education challenges were encountered by African American 

males who were identified as special education students? 

3. What advice could be given to other African American males identified as special 

education students who aspire to attend post-secondary institution? 

Research Question One 

 Research question one explored the supports that impacted the success of African 

American males identified as special education students in the K-12 setting.  Emergent themes 

included mentors, motivation, family involvement, faith, and mother figures. 
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Mentors  

All the participants stressed the importance of having a mentor to guide them in the K-12 

setting, as well as the post-secondary setting.  They emphasized the importance of having 

support from mentors who serve as surrogates when it comes to parental involvement or lack 

thereof.  Participant A stated, “There was a person that was responsible for getting me out of 

depression when I was labeled, my mentor, my high school principal.’  This philosophy was 

reinforced by four other participants who added the importance of having a person willing to 

offer exposure to success on various levels.  Participant E included that, “Family support was not 

always available, so my mentor assisted me in matriculating and getting through college.” 

Regarding academic goal setting despite the label, Participant C implied that mentors 

often have a way of ensuring goals will be met by helping achieve small victories before the 

major victory.  By doing such, Participant B stated that, “mentors who are firm believers of 

students’ ability to learn and succeed, tend to dedicate themselves to offering personalized 

attention to those needs of becoming successful.” 

Motivation   

All the six participants acknowledged that self-motivation happened to be the internal 

support that they relied on when it came to address their special education issues.  Participant E 

concisely stated, “I challenged myself to see if I could take some of the more academically 

rigorous class.”  Additionally, three of the participants agreed that being their own advocate to 

succeed, was more affective in trying to overcome the barrier of the special education label.   

Participant A pointed out, “The disciplined I witnessed from my single mother raising six 

children, attributed to the way I disciplined myself to drive and work hard for what I really 

wanted to achieve.”  All six participants understood the negative consequences behind not seeing 
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themselves become successful.  “It was more me that encouraged me to go to college to continue 

my education.  It was more of my drive to want a little more in my life, especially after going 

through middle and high school with little resources.  I kind of used it as motivation to get 

through each level, and that’s why I’m here now,” added Participant E.  

Family Involvement   

A family support system can contribute to altering the actions and beliefs of students who 

are placed in special education. Four of the six participants accredited their family support for 

getting them through with a special education label.  When others do not allow one to become 

the static behind the special education label, personal drive begins to emerge.  “Despite the lack 

of legal information around special education being known by my family, they still pushed me to 

work harder at all cost,’ emphasized Participant D. 

When internal support is present in the home, the four participants agreed that the special 

education label tends to become just a label that was used to assist them.  Participant D stated, 

“My parents pushed me into getting the label so that I could in fact have accommodations for 

high school.” 

Faith   

African American male participants for this study credited their ability to withstand 

negativity to having faith. By having faith participants felt as if they increased their ability to 

pursue higher education.  Participant B declared, “I’ve always believed in God and I already 

knew that he had a plan for my life, so I just had to keep the faith.”  Participants considered 

having knowledge of religion, without being religious produced patience when it came to 

understand what the special education label suggested.  According to Participant A, “Having a 

strong faith-based family produces a strong faith based person, which certainly is responsible for 
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shaping growth.”  By relying on God to lead the process, Participant D believed that faith was 

responsible for pushing him forward in the process of being degreed.   

Mother Figures 

All participants managed to have some type of mothering to guide them along.  The 

mother did not have to be one that birth them, but a mother figure that provided emotional 

support, substantial amount of nurture, and advice towards exploration of various avenues.   

Mother figures will always offer support and see the positive in issues.  According to Participant 

F, “In the absences of my mother, my grandmother would always listen and not judge, would 

hold my hand and inform me that she will always be here no matter how or what others would 

say.”  Additionally, mother figures understood the financial burden that affected their family but 

did what they had to do to ensure success was obtainable.  For example, Participant A 

emphatically stated, “My mother was a single parent raising six children on welfare and at the 

same time held down a full-time job to support the six of us.  Although she had only a ninth-

grade education, she pushed us through, did not allow us to worry, and her dive and discipline is 

what pushed me to succeed.” 

The participants also understood the negative consequences of not having a mother figure 

to nurture or see them through. “When my mother died, I was lost, I did not know what to do or 

how to think.  I became like a lost child, I needed my mother to guide me,” added Participant B.  

Participant F added, “My father did not understand how to handle the label, he rejected it and 

acted as if it did not exist.  On the other hand, my mother just did all she could at home to make 

the situation normal.  She told me to make the label temporary and not permanent.”  Participants 

offered interesting insight about the importance of mothers, noting that some mothers look for 
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different avenues of how to overcome the label, without making it overtake ones’ ability to 

succeed.   

Research Question Two 

Research question number two investigated post-secondary education challenges 

encountered by African American males identified as special education students.  Emergent 

themes included lack of accommodations, finding self-motivation, and fears. 

Lack of Accommodations   

Five of the seven participants affirmed that professors did not offer any type of assistance 

for them.  Participant E said, “When I did ask for assistance my professor acted as if he did not 

understand what assistance meant. In fact, he just blew it off as if I did not mention assistance at 

all.”  Participant D mentioned that he knew the benefits of accommodations while in college and 

was not ashamed of asking for them. He shared: 

I knew that I had the legal right to get help from my professors.  I even went so far as to 

ask one of my professors could I record the lecture so that I could go back and reference 

information. He looked as if I was asking him a question that was foreign.  He then 

proceeded to tell me no.  He stated that if I could not keep up, that I should not be in his 

class.  At that moment I did not want to cause trouble, so I made it my job to stay on top 

of everything he presented.  I did not record him, I just sat at the front and listened as 

hard as I could.  

Caution was voiced by the participants regarding the negative aspects of criticism on 

towards receiving accommodations while in college.  Participant F remarked, “After observing 

certain professors attitudes the moment you walk in class, you know that they are not going to 
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“pacify” or meet your accommodations.” In fact, I think it would be the opposite, they will make 

it harder because they may feel that you are looking for a handout,” warned Participant D.   

Finding Self-Motivation   

All the participants believed that they had to create a sense of self-motivation to get past 

what the label suggested.  The label only affected the mindset, not the physical ability that one 

had.  Participant F pointed out, “You have to have your own inner strength to succeed, and you 

can’t always rely on others to motivate you to do what you have to do.  I envisioned all of the 

negative things about my label and told myself I could do better.”  Participant E remarked, “I 

was more interested in self-education because it was not working for me.  I mean at the end of 

the day, I found what I wanted and went the extra mile to get it.”  

Participants discussed how important it was to see yourself in a different light then what 

other see.  Participant F was passionate about making things work for himself, he did not want to 

be a statistic. He stated, 

You, as I stated earlier, just have to want it more than anyone else wants it.  I studied 

extra hard.  I wanted accolades just like everyone else.  I pushed myself to stay up long 

nights despite the warnings of getting more sleep.  I knew it was important to stay ahead 

of others in my class.  I knew they probably did not have to read and reread as much as I 

did, but I did not let that stop me. 

Fears   

Participants admitted that they not only feared being overtaken by the label but losing 

who they truly were if they did overcome the label.  Two of the participants, Participant B and E, 

indicated that they knew the consequences associated with operating through the label as an 
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adult.  “The label has a way of destroying who you are if you do not know how to overcome the 

things it says you cannot do,” deduced Participate B.  

Even though students may need accommodations that are provided by the label, they 

should not be limited to the label ability or inability.  “When you first learn that you have a 

learning disability, that label will either make or break you.  In fact, it can cause you to rethink 

who you are as a person, you can lose mentally, which can break you down physical,” assured 

Participant E. These two participants emphasized the personal fears they had with the label and 

its ability to travel with them throughout life.  “Special education labels should be seen as aids, 

not as determining factors,” exclaimed Participant B.  

Research Question Three 

Research question explored the advice African American males identified as special 

education students could inform African American males currently in special education but want 

to pursue of post-secondary education degree.  Emergent themes included not letting the label 

define me, organizations, stimulators, knowledge of the disability. 

Not Letting the Label Define Me 

All the participants affirmed that to destroy the power of the label, that they mentally 

buried the label.  Participant E said, “I had to been doing some other worth that other students 

were doing in a quote unquote traditional class.  I decided that I no longer wanted to be in special 

education.”  Participant C mentioned the ability of learning how to be accountable for how you 

succeed with the following: 

If you fail, you have to understand that you fail not because of the label, but because you 

become what the label says you are.  You are the only one who is accountable for some 

of the struggles you go through.  College helps you to understand that you are 
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accountable for your actions.  The label that is supposed to improve who you are, can 

also hinder who you are because of the services colleges don’t provide.  So, you have to 

get away from using the label as your accountability.  You have to really just force 

yourself to be accountable, because at the end you have control over your own destiny.  

Do away with the stigma and look back at your African descendants who did not have 

labels dictating who they were. 

Caution was voiced by all of the participants regarding the negativity of allowing the 

label to stagnate African American males’ ability to learn and become successful. Participant A 

remarked:  

When it comes to beating the odds, you have to know you’ve got what it takes; it takes 

effort.  It takes have the right attitude about defeating the label.  It’s about believing in 

yourself.  It’s about developing a passion for what you want to become.  Find the 

academic area of discipline that you have the passion for, because when you find that, 

then you are more confident about succeeding. 

Organizations 

Five out of the seven participants pointed out that being a part of an academic, athletic, or 

social organization provided them extra support in making college manageable.  Participant A 

added insight about how being a part of the athletic organization made him more dedicated to his 

studies.  He understood the importance of his teammate’s motivation which prompted him to 

work harder and manage his time appropriately.  “I did not join any social organizations, but 

athletics kept me focused.  It took up my time and made me understand that my sole purpose was 

to focus on my education,” implied Participant A.  Participant B noted the impact of supports 

provided to him as an athlete.  “I was a part of the football team which provided a lot of services 
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for student athletes. It was like a brotherhood, just as if I would have joined a fraternity,” 

concluded Participant B.  

The impact that organizations had on the participants affirmed the need for mentorship 

while achieving a post-secondary degree.  Participant F remarked, “In my organization, the older 

member or brothers often taught me how to balance education and social life. They stressed 

education so much so, that we often competed with each other academically. No low grades were 

allowed.”  Participant D advised, “In order to be higher in my organization, I had to learn how to 

be organized in my studies and life.  So, I become more organized, which means the label was 

once again irrelevant.” Participant E remarked, “The debate team created a different avenue.  It 

taught me that I could articulate my needs and learn how to express myself.  It was just inspiring 

to be such an asset in an organization that challenged me to educate myself.” 

Stimulators 

All participants affirmed that personal stimulators are necessary for creating an 

environment that supports the drive of becoming successful.  “Stimulators mainly come from 

within, but other stimulators such as mentors and friends, are needed,” stated Participant F.  

Participant B advised, “I was stimulated, motivated, and determined not to become a statistic. I 

have always had faith in myself, knowing one day I would be successful. It was about setting 

goals and reaching those goals at any cost.”  Participant A elaborated on the importance of 

mentors and family as stimulators.  He stated the following: 

I was blessed to have a great mentor and coaches that came through and knew my 

challenges, so they helped me overcome them.  My mother was my stimulator on a  

personal stand point because she wanted to see all of her children succeed.  Although the 

helped me to develop who I was, I had to believe in myself.  I had to know that I could 
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push myself to be great.  My mentors pushed me, my family pushed me, and I pushed 

me.  Stimulators are based on the need, the drive, and the want.  So, they range based on 

the person, and mine involved others and a big part of me.  As long as I worked, I  

learned.  The more I learned, the more I willingly knew I wanted more. 

Because of their experiences in special education, the participants often forced 

themselves to overcome risk associated with the special education label.  “I knew I could do it, 

but whether others knew I could was a different story.  They were stopped by the label, while I 

was motivated by the label,” advised Participant F.  

Knowledge of the Disability 

Participants noted that African American males in special education should become 

familiar with not only their label but understand ways to dismiss the label.  Participant E 

remarked, “I don’t necessarily think I had specific special education needs.  I just think I had 

anger management issues, so they just gave me a label.  My parents didn’t understand, so I had 

to understand the label.”  Participant F advised African American males to understand what the 

label says when they do find out they are considered special education students.  Participant B 

added;  

Don’t let special education be a barrier. It’s about having the determination just like 

anything else. You can’t succeed if you don’t put your all into it. And don’t look for 

validation from others. Special Education is just a label and no more than that to me. It’s 

a label that’s given simply because you learn differently.  So, know what it is and 

immerse yourself in ways to take its power away. 

There is value in knowing what the special education label means, two of the participants 

stressed that knowing allows one to operate logically.  Additionally, with lack of knowledge of 
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the label, there is no way to counter its claims.  Participant C added, “In order to normalize who 

they say you are, you have to learn how the label is defined so that you can better define 

yourself.” 

Special education can be a hindrance, according to the participants, if one allows it to be.  

Participant F stated, “One day parents were determined to understand, and found it was dealing 

with my basic comprehension.  They didn’t request it be removed, they simply made efforts to 

undo it. In fact, they made me work even harder.”  Overall, being familiar with labels noted the 

importance of understanding how one learns.  “Although my mother did not understand what 

they were saying in regard to special education, I believe that she knew it was not too big of a 

challenge to overcome.  She knew she could make it disappear,” remarked Participant D.  

Summary and Organization of the Study 

Chapter IV provided an overview of the findings of the study based on the responses 

provided by African American males who were apart of the special education program in the    

K-12 setting.  Concerning the first research question which explored the supports that impacted 

the success of African American males identified as special education students in the K-12 

setting, the emergent themes included mentors, motivation, parental involvement, faith, and 

mother figures.  Addressing the second research question which investigated post-secondary 

education challenges encountered by African American males formally identified as special 

education students, the emergent themes included lack of accommodations, self-motivation, and 

fears.  Lastly, the third research question investigated the advice African American males 

identified as special education students could inform African American males currently in 

special education, the emergent themes included not letting the label define me, organizations, 

stimulators, knowledge of the label.  
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In Chapter V, the researcher provided discussion, implications, recommendations, and 

conclusions for the findings of this study.  This includes but is not limited to discussion of the 

negative statistics associated with special education labels.  The researcher also explored the 

perceptions of former African American males who were in the special education in the K-12 

setting.  African American male participants regarding factors that define special education 

labels believe, if appropriately addressed success rates for African American males currently 

with the label will have the ability to be successful; college enrollment; and college graduation of 

African American males who have or did have the special education label, should increase.   
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS 

 Discussion 

The purpose of this phenomenological narrative was to understand the experiences of 

successful African American males who were identified as special education students while in 

the K-12 setting.  For this study, successful African American males were defined as those who 

completed and graduated from a post-secondary institution.  According to Skiba et al. (2014), 

special education programs that are designed to assist in student achievement have proven to 

hinder the educational growth of African American males because they receive instruction that is 

not at grade level or minimal instruction in general.  The methodology employed for this 

phenomenological study gave voice to six African American males who were successful special 

education student in the K-12 setting per the status quo.  The findings of this study addressed 

three research questions:  

1. What supports were given to former special education African American males while 

pursuing a college degree? 

2. What post-secondary education challenges were encountered by African American 

males who were identified as special education students? 

3. What advice could be given to other African American males identified as special 

education students who aspire to attend post-secondary institution? 

The participants were purposefully selected based on a snowball effect and included six 

African American males who were once a part of the special education program.  Participants for 

this study will be of African American ethnicity.  Selected between two states within the United 

States, Texas and Alabama, the past special education students will be chosen based on their 
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experiences of being educated under the special education program.  The African American 

males that were eligible to participate in the study completed a post-secondary institution where 

they have earned at least a bachelor’s degree.  Being successful means, they have had successes 

in their careers. 

The snowball effect is a recommendation of participates by those who are participating or 

those that are well-situated (Gall et al., 2007).  According to Gall et al. (2007), each 

recommendation may in fact generate more of a significant number of samples that are highly 

creditable. For this study the snowball affect did not generate additional participants.  However, 

all six participants were notified by the researcher by email and/or phone to participate in the 

study.  All participants agreed to participate with the interview by skype. 

This study proved that self-motivation played a significant part to African American 

males’ ability to overcome stigma associated with disability.  By having positive mentors and 

mother figures, intrinsic and extrinsic motivation stimulate understanding of one’s self worth  

Goal setting for their education learning effectively leads to success, and social economic status 

did not matter regarding disability. 

Research Question One 

Research question one explored the supports that impacted the success of African 

American males identified as special education students in the K-12 setting.  Emergent themes 

included: 

Mentors. Participants in this study suggested that mentors aided them in overcoming 

their label by providing them with advice about how to become successful.  By helping the 

participants to set goals, the mentors helped the participants realize their potential.  According to 

Participant A his mentor provided him with the assistance his mother, who knew very little about 
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education, could provide.  In fact, mentors of the participants happened to be those who 

mentored the participants before they were in college.   

Motivation.  In this study, motivation was based on the ability to the participants to 

realize their self-worth. By not doubting themselves consistently, they were able to create 

opportunities for themselves by learning.  Therefore, by taking the extra mile to master the 

curriculum, they were able to appreciate who they were and dismantle the stigma behind the 

label.   

Family involvement.  Playing an important role in establishing the participants’ success, 

family involvement provided lasting support.  Although some of the participants’ family 

members did not understand meaning of the label entirely, their ability to aid showed that they 

cared about the paths the participants wanted to take.  In fact, Participant C stated that without 

his family, he would not have made it because they kept him grounded despite the disability.   

Faith.  Being grounded by their religious beliefs, participants contributed their 

understanding of a higher power to their success.  Many felt the by having faith about positive 

outcomes, that they would have a positive outcome.  They understood that faith was based on 

their ability to see success despite what evidence was present.    

Mother Figures.  In this study, mother figures were women who nurtured the participant.  

Therefore, the mother figure did not necessarily have to be the biological mother, but just one 

who provided emotional guidance.  By offering emotional stability, mother figures often were 

those who were compassionate to the needs of the participants.  With the ability to offer listening 

ears, mother figures of the participants often familiarized themselves with the label to aid them in 

how to cope. 
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Research Question Two 

Research question number two investigated post-secondary education challenges 

encountered by African American males identified as special education students.  Emergent 

themes included: 

Lack of accommodations.  Higher education faculty and staff did not provide extensive 

assistance according to the participants.  Faculty did not make it a point to understand the 

accommodations of the students.  By not putting effort into providing instructional strategies to 

adhere to the needs of the participants, many found themselves learning independently. 

Finding self-motivation.  Similar to motivation, participants felt the need to be their own 

advocates.  They believed that by understanding their label, that they could use it to motivate 

them in school. By having positive self-esteem, the participants often visualized completion of 

their degree and worked hard to attain it.   

Fears.  Being overtaken by the label was the fear that many participants had.  They 

feared being hindered in the learning environment due to their label.  So, in order to alleviate 

their fears, many of them became more organized so that they could strategically receive their 

post-secondary degree.   

Research Question Three 

Research question explored the advice African American males identified as special 

education students could inform African American males currently in special education but want 

to pursue of post-secondary education degree.  Emergent themes included: 

 Not letting the label define me.  To complete school without have a noticeable 

disability, many of the participants buried the label mentally.  They did not see themselves as 

getting assistance, so they portrayed as if they never were a part of the special education 
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program.  By doing so, many of them learned how to learn independently.  On the other hand, 

three of the participants stated that they buried the label out of fear of being an outcast.  In 

college, they believed that everyone learned the same way, and they did not see the need to 

express the way they learned to others.   

 Organizations.  Participants in this study joined organizations that were supportive and 

beneficial in helping overcome their label challenges.  By joining organizations that appealed to 

who they were as a person, the participants were able to find value amongst the organization.  

Similar to family members, members of the organization often provided additional support for 

the participants.  Participant D stated that by being a competitive member of his organization, he 

often found himself competing academically with other members.  As strong academic members 

in the organization, many participants found themselves being mentors of members and 

presidents of the organization.    

Stimulators.  To maintain a high standard for themselves, many participants also relied 

on stimulators.  Stimulators in the study refers to personal artifacts that positively aided in the 

success of the participants.  According to the participants, many of the stimulators often dealt 

with self-perception and what they wanted to achieve.   

 Knowledge of the disability.  When participants became familiar with their disability 

symptoms, they were able to avoid being a stereotype of the label.  At least two of the 

participants stated they did many things to counter the label.  For example, if the label suggested 

that they could only function learning a topic for a limited amount of time, then they would 

challenge themselves to study longer.  Once they were able to gain control over the label, it was 

not challenging for them to explain the purpose of the label to their peers and family members.  

In fact, Participant A stated that after learning what the label was, that he did not think he 
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deserved the label to begin with.  He believed that he was misdiagnosed due to the social status 

of his mother who only had an eighth-grade education. 

Implications 

With emphasis on the placement of African American males in special education 

increasing in the K-12 setting, there are benefits in being knowledgeable about how to overcome 

the negative stigma attached with being in special education. McKenna (2013) noted that there 

were risks associated with special education services that could sometimes hinders academic 

growth and social engagement of African American males. However, Ryan and Deci’s (2000) 

framework of self-determination implied that intrinsic motivation was the determining factor for 

academic and social development which translates into ones’ well-being.  Additionally, African 

American males with postsecondary degrees and credentials serve as equalizers that are 

predicted to incomes that are substantially higher than those without degrees (Hilton & Bonner, 

2017).  

The findings in the study will provide more information about African American males 

who were formally a part of special education K-12 setting.  Therefore, the information in this 

study will aid in improving the current mindsets of current African American males in special 

education who plan on obtaining a post-secondary degree.  By understanding the necessary 

components to overcome negativity associated with the special education label to pursue a post-

secondary degree, African American males can capitalize on the participants’ strategies to 

become successful.  Suggestions to implement for further meet special education needs in the 

post-secondary setting include the following: 

1.  High school ARD committee should encourage students to seek help while in the post-

secondary setting. 
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2.  Special education counselor should encourage students to use skills used previously.  

3.  Teachers should have mandated trainings on how to infuse culture into curriculum. 

4.  Post-secondary institutions should provide faculty member trainings geared toward 

aiding students with special needs. 

5.  Post-secondary institutions should provide mentoring supports for all incoming 

students. 

6.  Post-secondary institutions should have supports put in place for students who need 

additional assistance due to their disabilities. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Due to the increase of African American males being placed in special education, it is 

important to continue to investigate ways that they can breakthrough barriers surrounding their 

educational well-being to obtain a postsecondary degree.  Additional research recommendations 

include the following: 

1.  Conduct research involving the success rate of former special education African 

American males who attend a Historically Black College or University compared to those 

who attend Predominantly White Institutions.   

2.  Research reasons as to why African American males do not want to reveal that they 

were formerly of special education. 

3.  Similar study looking at successful African American females who were in the K-12 

special education setting. 

4.  Investigate the complexities of African American males who did not attend a post-

secondary institution because they were influenced by stereotypes associated with being 

in special education in the K-12 setting. 
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Concluding Remarks 

This phenomenological narrative research study investigated the perspectives of 

successful African American males who were former special education students in the K-12 

setting.  The findings of the study indicated that African American males who have positive self-

perceptions of themselves have potential to overcome the negative image associated with special 

education.  Based on the findings of the interview, specific conclusions are discussed in terms of 

the research questions that guided the study.   

To begin with, the study provided insight on the perceptions of African American males 

who were special education students in the K-12 setting and managed to obtain a post-secondary 

degree.  The impact of the components surrounding the experiences and thought process of 

African American males resulted in vital insights into the importance of overcoming barriers.  

Participant E shared his perception of how crucial it is to express the journey of overcoming 

special education barriers to influence those currently in special education.  He commented: 

I think having community support and family support is okay when trying to understand 

your path as a special education student.  But having knowledge of people that have gone 

through hardships like you are more beneficial.  When you don’t see people like yourself 

everyday who have the same hardships and overcome them, you could easily give up.  

You have to see be aware of the amount of timeframe they had to achieve their goals, you 

have to be aware that it was not an overnight process.  In some instances, others could 

have experienced harder hardships, and still came out on the top.  There are benefits in a 

story similar to yours, you see the endless possibilities.  It is no longer weird to have 

accommodations, because you see you are normal.   
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Another of the research participant, Participant B, described his thoughts of being able to 

overtake the label by understanding it does not equate to the end of one’s ability to be successful.  

He stated: 

I had to have a strong hold on who I was.  I had to know God had a plan for me, that 

things do not just happen.  A learning curve is just that, a learning curve.  For the most 

part it is something that I got through.  I was able to overcome the label in my head per 

say, so it was not as controlling as others make it seem.  I knew I just had to do it, get 

over it, and succeed.   

Results in this research study suggested that special education labels do not have to 

impact the success rate of African American males.  The supports present for overcoming the 

impacts of special education for African American males include having a mentor or mentors, 

being motivated, parental involvement, faith, and mother figures. According to Douglas (2017), 

positive relationships have a positive impact on academic success because they get a positive 

perspective of success by viewing others. By aiding students in having a positive self-image, 

mentors increase the motivation that African American male students have.  As implied by Ünal-

Karagüven (2015), students’ academic motivations increase academic performance because 

students understand how valuable they are. Also, mothers’ who actively participate in African 

American males’ lives, tend to aid African American males in positively internalizing their 

disability (Bowman, Prelow, & Weaver, 2007). 

To deal with the challenges encountered by special education labels, African American 

males noted the supports of the, addressing the concerns associated with lack of accommodation, 

finding self-motivation, and getting around fears. When there is not support from teachers, boys 

tend to struggle with staying motivated about succeeding (Katz, 2017).  Therefore, according to 
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Bal and Harper (2013), every student should be given the opportunity to learn accordingly, 

despite their disabilities or natural cultural backgrounds.  Reason being is that when students 

understand their value, they tend to look at the negative as a positive (Ryan& Deci, 2002). 

Finally, encouragement from African American males identified as special education 

focused on not letting the label define me, being a part of organizations, stimulators, and being 

knowledgeable of the label.  By mentally blocking the label African American males will show 

no symptoms of the disability because they have blocked the disability mentally. According to 

Anumba (2015), joining positive organizations can lead to positive outlooks.  Reason being is 

that, African American males tend to find mentors, tutors, and vital information about academics 

that tend to guide them to finishing post-secondary institutions.  

Overall, this research study on the success of African American males who were in 

special education in the K-12 setting and become successful provided positive insight to current 

and former African American males in special education.  Public education grants equal 

opportunity, and per IDEA, students in the special education program should be granted fair 

chances to learn (Kafele, 2012).  Ensuring students the ability to receive a quality education, 

creates chances to receive a higher education that contributes to being successful.  This research 

study was an affirmation that African American males can become successful despite the stigma 

surrounding the stereotypes associated with African American males who were in special 

education in the K-12 setting.  Participant B repeatedly stated the following, “Don’t count me out 

because I learn differently.  Don’t count me out because I will not stop.  Don’t count me out, 

don’t count me out.”   

In conclusion, by conducting research around the perspectives of African American 

males who were in special education in the K-12 setting, the researcher will have the ability to 
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maintain small communities of academic excellence by continuing research around educational 

trends.  The researcher could also impact the culture by acknowledging that the world has 

various cultures who respond differently to education.  Most of all, the researcher will be 

challenged to carefully and critically develop programs that address the needs and concerns 

around education by continuing research and writing publications.  
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Dr. Taiya Fabre 

Chair, Institutional Review Board Committee   
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APPENDIX C 

Email Letter for Participates 

 

Whom It May Concern: 

 My name is Roshundria King, and I am a 6th grade science teacher at XXXXXXX 

Middle School in XXXXX, Texas.  I am currently a doctoral student at Houston Baptist 

University.  My dissertation is over the experiences of successful African American males who 

were identified as Special Education.  I am interested in understanding the motivational factors 

that influenced success with a post-secondary degree.  I am looking into interviewing students 

who were labeled as special education students in a K-12 setting.  African American males will 

not be required to show proof of diagnosis, and information in which they can be identified by 

will not be published.  Participants for the interview will be asked to allot 45-60 minutes for 

completion.  Participation for the study can be held in an interview either face-to-face or online. 

The participants will be based on completion of a post-secondary degree.  Please contact 

me through email for clarity of anything you do not agree with or understand.  After contact, I 

will obtain permission for participation, and I will set up the interview for mid-fall or early 

spring.  If you have any questions, please feel free to call or email me.  Thank you for your 

participation.  Your participation is very valuable to current and future research. 

Sincerely, 

Roshundria King 

roshundriaking@gmail.com 

(XXX) XXX-XXXX (cell) 

 



 128 

 

 

 

APPENDIX D 

Letter for Participation 

 

Dear Participation: 

My name is Roshundria King, and I am a doctoral candidate at Houston Baptist 

University in Houston, Texas.  I am conducting a study for my dissertation to understand the 

experiences of successful African American males who were identified as special education 

students.  The information provided from this study may benefit African American males who 

feel they were mislabel in the K-12 setting.  Despite their label, they successfully completed a 

post-secondary education.   

 

You are being invited to participate, because you have identified with all of the 

qualifications necessary for this current research, and you are at least 21 years of age.  If you 

decide to participate in this study, you will be invited to participate in an informal interview that 

will occur in the late fall or early spring for 45-60 minutes.  The face-to-face interview will occur 

in a secure location, or you may elect to participate via an online conference tool suitable with 

your needs.  

 

There are no risk and/or discomfort associated with this study. You will not be 

compensated for your participation nor will it cost to participate.  Your participation will be 

confidential, and only I will see the information that is provided. You will not be identified by 

any identifiable factors. 

 

You are free to participate in this study, and if you feel you no longer want to participate, 

you are able to withdraw your statements.  Feel free to contact me via email or phone call if you 

have any questions.   

 

Sincerely,  

Roshundria King 

roshundriaking@gmail.com 

(XXX) XXX-XXXX cell 
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APPENDIX E 

Informed Consent Form 

 

Dear Participant: 

My name is Roshundria King, and I am a doctoral candidate at Houston Baptist 

University in Houston, Texas.  I am conducting a study for my dissertation to understand the 

experiences of successful African American males who were identified as special education 

students.  The information provided from this study may benefit African American males who 

feel they were mislabel in the K-12 setting.  Despite their label, they successfully completed a 

post-secondary education.   

 

You are being invited to participate because you have identified with all of the 

qualifications necessary for this current research, and you are at least 21 years of age.  If you 

decide to participate in this study, you will be invited to participate in an informal interview that 

will occur for 45-60 minutes in August.  I will be recording the interview so that I can transcribe 

accurately.  The interview can take place in a secure location, phone interview, or you can opt to 

just receive the questionnaire.  

 

You are being asked to participate in a research study conducted by Roshundria from 

Houston Baptist University.  The purpose of this study is to investigate the significantly large 

number of Black Males in Special Education.  This study will contribute to the researcher’s 

completion of the dissertation that seeks to investigate commonalities of black males, who are 

the minority, being overrepresented in special education.  

 

There are no risk and/or discomfort associated with this study. You will not be 

compensated for your participation nor will it cost to participate.  Your participation will be 

confidential, and only I will see the information that is provided. You will not be identified by 

any identifiable factors. 

 

The study has been approved by the Houston Baptist University Institutional Review 

Board.  You are free to decide not to participate in this study, or you may withdraw your 

responses at any time without adversely affecting the researcher or Houston Baptist University. 

 

Please sign your consent with full knowledge of the nature and purpose of the 

procedures.  A copy of this consent will be given to you to keep.  On completion of the study, a 

summary of the findings can be provided to you.  Thank you for your consideration in 

participating in this study.  Your intellect is greatly appreciated.   

 

Sincerely, 

Roshundria King 

roshundriaking@gmail.com 

(XXX) XXX-XXXX 

I agree to participate in the study. 

Signature of the participant       

Date 

                Date 

d 
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APPENDIX F 

 

Guided Protocol 

 

1.  What supports were given to former special education African American males while 

pursuing a college degree? 

 a. In what way did your family ensure your academic success despite your label? 

b. How did your teachers ensure your success in the classroom? 

c. What supports did you feel you needed the most as you journeyed through K-12? 

Why? 

d. How do you feel religion played a part in your supports and why? 

2.   What post-secondary education challenges were encountered by African American 

males who were formally identified as special education students? 

a. How did your family issues affect your post-secondary education? 

b. What challenges did you run into with your professors when it came to your special  

education label? 

c. Describe other weaknesses you experienced while receiving a post-secondary  

education?  

d. How were you able to overcome your challenges during the K-12 setting and post-

secondary setting? 

3.  What advice could be given to other African American males identified as special 

education students who aspire to attend post-secondary institution? 

a. Did you join an organization while in post-secondary education? If so how did it  

provide support? If not why do you feel it would have hindered you? 

b. How can other African American males break through their special education label  
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barrier? 

c. Describe your motivational stimulators while going through K-12 and post-secondary 

institutions? 

d. Describe how others treated you once you were seen as a success after being labeled a 

former special education student. 
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VITA 

ROSHUNDRIA KING 

 
 

 

 

OBJECTIVE:  
Obtain an administration position with a school that will utilize my research-based practices, leadership, and 

administrative skills to strategically facilitate and implement student achievement.  

 

 

 

 

EDUCATION: 

  
2019 Educational Doctorate in Educational Leadership, Expected May 2019- Houston Baptist 

University, Houston, TX 
 

2016 Master of Education in Administration – Houston Baptist University, Houston, TX  
 

2007 Bachelor of Science in Biology – Texas College, Tyler, TX 

  
 

 

 

CERTIFICATIONS: 
 

2018  Principal Certification 

 

2013  Teacher Certifications: 

• Texas Teacher Certification in EC-6 –Science Grades 6 

 

PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE: 

 
2018 – Present  Instructional Specialist  

  Law Elementary Schools   

Houston Independent School District 

 

2017 – 2018 Culture Climate Specialist  

  Fondren Middle Schools   

Houston Independent School District 
 

2012 – 2018 Sixth Grade Science Instructor 

  Fondren Middle Schools 

  Houston Independent School District  
 

 

SUPERVISORY EXPERIENCE: 



 133 

 

 

 

  

COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT: 
Present     

• Kappa Delta Phi Honor Society 

• Chevron STEM Challenge member 

• Alpha Kappa Mu Honor Society 

• Delta Sigma Theta Sorority Incorporated 

PRESENTATIONS: 
T EXAS ALLIANCE OF BLACK SCHOOL E DUCATORS 2018 

SPECIAL EDUCATION SUMMER TRAINING PRESENTATION   2017 

INTERNATIONAL BACCALAUREATE TRAINING   2017 

S.T.E.M RESEARCH      2016 

 

 

SKILLS/PRESENTATIONS: 
 

Microsoft Power Point Microsoft Word   Macintosh Software  Microsoft Excel 

Microsoft Outlook Microsoft Publisher  Chancery                 PeopleSoft Trained 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Present    

• IAT Liaison 

• HISD FACE Liaison 

• CTC Assistant 

• Discipline Coordinator 

 

2017-2018 

• Title I Summer School Assistant Coordinator 

• Grade Level Chairperson 

• Teacher of the Year 

• Shared Decision-Making Committee 

2013– 2017    

• S.T.E.M Cadre Member 

• Mentor of Second and Third Year Teachers 
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